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INTRODUCTION

Conor Kostick

Modern conflicts in the Middle East and the War on Terror have created enor-
mous interest in the history of the region and in the origins of Christian–Muslim
conflict. In particular, the phenomenon of crusading has come under intense
scrutiny as increasing numbers of modern historians have turned their attention
to the subject, producing a flurry of studies to meet the demands of readers and
students wanting to understand the medieval origins of conflict between the 
West and the Near East. There has also been a huge increase in the numbers of
researchers investigating narrower and narrower aspects of the crusades, as well as
a noticeable increase in the availability of modern editions of source materials. The
level of discussion around the subject, as reflected in the growing number of
papers concerning the crusades read at history conferences, has also grown rapidly.
And it is from this wave of scholarship that I have solicited the essays contained
in this book on the grounds that they were original, that they enhanced our
understanding of the Near East in the era of the crusades, and that they were
investigations of previously unresolved assumptions concerning the practice of
crusading in the Near East.

Broadly speaking, these are cultural studies, and the conscious assembly of a
volume of cultural histories concerning the crusades is unusual for the discipline.
But with so much work having been done on the political history of the crusades
and also on the question of the motivation of the crusaders, it seemed to me that
the priority for a new anthology was to look for areas of study that were relatively
underdeveloped, but were also fertile in their possibilities. As a result, this book
is a step towards a dialogue between crusading historians and practitioners of
Cultural Studies in its narrow sense: that inchoate discipline which (deliberately)
eludes succinct definition but which has taken a sharp turn from its origins in the
work of historians such as E.P. Thompson and the Annales school, to embrace
post-modernism, post-colonialism, gender studies and self-reflexivity. Cultural
Studies is a discipline that above all mistrusts generalisations and perhaps for this
reason has not particularly appealed to practitioners of medieval history, despite
the importance of the writings of Marc Bloch to its origins. But it is also a
discipline that has revolutionised the humanities, most obviously in the field of
Literature, but even a subject like Archaeology – so much more rooted in the
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materials rather than the ideas of society – has benefited from its interaction with
proponents of Cultural Studies.

If this volume does represent a methodological step by crusade historians in the
direction of Cultural Studies, it has to be said that the step is a very small one. The
main difficulty in developing a strong dialogue between studies of the crusades and
Cultural Studies is that the latter has evolved from its roots in history to be a
discipline that today shares more with philosophy. While there is an overlap between
the two disciplines, it is the same kind of overlap as that, say, between physics and
botany, or mathematics and chemistry: that is, there is an overlap – and potentially
a very interesting one – but the area where the disciplines can usefully communicate
to one another is relatively small. Just as there would be limited scope for a specialist
in botany to contribute to a conference on quantum physics, so it would be very
hard for a follower of Foucault or Derrida to add value to a history conference
wanting to understand the world of the crusader. If such a person were to study a
classic crusading text, say the Gesta Francorum, there is no doubt their findings
would be of interest to the historian. But what the proponent of Cultural Studies
would find very difficult – and they would probably not desire to do so anyway – is
to say something about the society and events that led to the production of the
manuscript and which in turn are illuminated by the historian’s analysis of the text.

This anthology is very much a collection of history essays; and insofar as it is a
collection that is focused on culture in the broader sense, this is a result of my
raising particular questions with those historians whom I believed had the exper-
tise to answer them. I have no idea of the philosophical outlook of the contribu-
tors and the extent to which they have an interest in Cultural Studies. But they
all, whether long-established professors or relatively early career researchers, are
splendid historians, and as a result I hope the reader will find here crusading
studies that are clear, erudite and fresh.

The anthology opens with something of a keynote essay, by John France, on
warfare in the Mediterranean region in the age of the crusades. For all that the
meeting of crusaders with Muslims in the Near East led to fascinating cultural
exchanges, these need to be framed by a recognition that Muslim armies and
Muslim citizens in the path of the crusaders first encountered one another in battle
and that, despite periods of détente, major conflicts between the rulers of the rival
states flared repeatedly in the period that the crusaders had a presence in the
region (1098–1291). The evolution of the pattern of warfare over such a long
period has its own dynamics worth understanding, especially when the conflicting
forces differ not only in their religions, but in their fundamentally different
approaches to the art of war. This essay is the work someone who has devoted
decades of research to the subject and, moreover, has taken the trouble to explore
the geography of the region, including areas where it is difficult for a Western
scholar to travel today. As a result, it is rich in comparative assessments and lucid
generalisations that a historian of less experience would hardly dare formulate.

Despite the rapid growth of research into the subject of the crusades, it is widely
recognised that there exists a noticeable lacuna in the use of medieval Arabic
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sources. Researchers with the appropriate language skills are in a small minority
and a great number of important medieval Arabic texts lack modern editions and
reliable translations. Discussion of topics such as the evolution of jihad in the era
of the crusades has been hampered by this difficulty, and although since 1999
readers of the English language have been able to avail themselves of the seminal
work by Carole Hillenbrand, The Crusades: Islamic Perspectives, further advances
in this area have been slow to emerge. The second essay in this volume was com-
missioned in recognition of this problem and I consider myself fortunate that 
a scholar so thoroughly conversant with medieval Arabic sources as Yehoshua
Frenkel was willing to address the question of how the theory and practice of the
counter-crusade developed in the Muslim Near East.

Through a thematic – rather than chronological – approach, Yehoshua Frenkel
has been able to develop a number of insights here. Above all, the essay carries the
argument that while Muslim jurists and theologians responded to the crusades
with clear invocations of the duty of Muslims to declare jihad against the invaders,
Muslim rulers found means to adopt more flexible and pragmatic policies that
suited the complexities of their position: complexities that included a recognition
of the dangers posed by the ambitions of fellow Muslim princes; the dissatisfaction
of Muslim merchants if trade faltered; and, in some instances, the need for tem-
porary military alliances with Christian neighbours.

The phenomenon of the crusades fundamentally altered the political map of the
Near East and, ironically, given their adherence to Christianity, the most dramatic
of these changes was the significant weakening of the Byzantine Empire and
Armenian lordships in Cilicia. The process by which this happened is assessed here
by Chris Wright with respect to the Byzantine Empire and Natasha Hodgson with
respect to Cilician Armenia. The theme that runs through Chris Wright’s analysis
is that of marginalisation. The Byzantine state, he argues, lost its ability to act as
a coherent authority for the affairs of its citizens partly for material reasons – the
catastrophic Fourth Crusade and sack of Constantinople severely disrupted the
mechanisms of imperial rule – but also for ideological reasons: the whole crusading
project had a tendency to marginalise the empire with regard to Mediterranean
affairs despite the fact that a call from Constantinople for military aid against the
Turks was one of the factors that triggered the appearance of crusading armies in
the Near East.

Natasha Hodgson’s focus is on the marriages that took place between crusading
Latin Christian princes and the Armenian lords of Cilicia. Intermarriages between
these two cultures took place throughout the period that the crusaders had a
presence in the region and by paying careful attention to the patterns of marriage
alliances Natasha Hodgson is able to piece together the dynamics of the ambitions
of both groups as well as to assess the respective effectiveness of these alliances.
One of many conclusions that can be drawn from this chapter is that while at 
times such marriage alliances assisted both Latin Christian and Armenian rulers 
to maintain their autonomy from the Byzantine Empire and strengthened their
ability to resist attacks from neighbouring Muslim powers, these intermarriages
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also created cross-cultural dynastic ambitions that led to conflicts that drained the
resources of both sides.

The subject of the origins of modern European national identity is a large one
and one to which a study of the crusades can make an important contribution.
For the crusades took place at a time when national structures were beginning to
coalesce in Europe, typically around royal authority. More importantly, crusad-
ing was a phenomenon that was almost unique in the Middle Ages in bringing
together large numbers of people of all social classes in bands that formed up 
into even greater amalgamations of people from all the regions of Europe. The
question of national identity in these crusading armies very much came to the fore,
as rival princes manoeuvred for hegemony at the same time as a sense of common
purpose and religion cut across regional interests.

In an important essay for those interested in the wider topic of national identity
as well as crusading history, Alan V. Murray focuses on the crusades to the Near
East between 1096 and 1192, to reveal the expressions of nationality within the
crusading armies. Additionally, he makes the notable point that near-contemporary
medieval historians attempted to appropriate successful crusaders to their own
emerging nations and thus crusade-related sources provide us with good evidence
for the development of a nationalistic spirit from the twelfth century onwards, one
that was to develop more powerfully in the early modern period.

The following essay by Sini Kangas also concerns the history of ideas. Her
investigation is into the important and very sensitive topic of medieval Latin
Christian writings on Islam. Again, crusading expertise is valuable in opening up
a line of investigation for this much wider topic, for four crusade-related texts
form the basis for this study. What they reveal is a great interest in the Muslim
religion, not so much – in the eyes of these authors – as a theology worthy of
serious intellectual engagement, but as a ‘heresy’ that could be caricatured and
polemicised against in order to provide warning examples for the Christian
population. The crude and insulting language that the Christian polemicists
directed against Muhammad and his followers served to send a message about the
superiority and correctness of the Christian Church. A secondary, but notable,
observation made by Sini Kangas is that despite the hostility of these authors
towards Islam, they did not entirely fabricate the material from which they
fashioned their attacks. It may well have been that as a consequence of the
crusades and Latin Christian settlement in the Near East, there was a flow of
information about Islam arriving in Europe that did communicate the basic
history and tenets of the religion.

In a third essay concerned with mentalities, Léan Ní Chléirigh undertakes a
close reading of two very early Latin crusading histories: those of Fulcher of
Chartres and Guibert of Nogent. The point of her investigation is to assess
whether the growth of hostility in the Latin Christian world towards the
Byzantines was necessarily accelerated as a result of the experience of crusades to
the Near East. While Guibert’s Dei Gesta Per Francos is an early example of a
crusading history that vigorously pursues an anti-Byzantine theme, Fulcher
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provides a stark contrast and it is this contrast that leads Léan Ní Chléirigh to talk
of a polarisation of Western opinion, rather than a one-sided development of anti-
Byzantine feeling. As with some of the earlier chapters, this is an essay with a very
important secondary observation. For nearly a century, modern historians have
considered Fulcher of Chartres to have been an eyewitness to the launching of the
First Crusade at the Council of Clermont on 27 November 1095, but Léan Ní
Chléirigh’s examination of Fulcher’s language in his account of the council leads
her to a different conclusion. Fulcher was indeed close to the thinking of Pope
Urban, whom he met during the course of his journey east. But this familiarity
with the papal message is more likely to have arisen from his having access to
written sources, such as the decrees of the council, rather than from his presence
at Clermont.

In raising the issue of inter-cultural exchanges between Christian and Muslim
society in the Near East in the era of the crusades, one distinct topic worthy of
proper investigation is that of medicine. When I learned that Susan B. Edgington
was carrying out research in this area I immediately sought an essay from her for
this book, thinking that such a chapter would provide a case study of how
Christian medical practices benefited from the more advanced Muslim traditions
and that as these new practices were incorporated more generally into Latin
Christian culture they came westwards from the crusader states. In her extremely
thorough analysis of the sources and of recent scholarship, however, Susan B.
Edgington gives us a much more sophisticated view of the subject.

Crusading armies brought with them very competent battle surgeons; and
insofar as the wider body of crusading medics learned from Oriental practices, they
seem to have done so from native Christians rather than directly from Muslim
society. The development of the theory and practice of medicine in Western
society benefited from Oriental knowledge, but the flow of ideas and treatments
was not one way, nor can these developments be crudely attributed to the
crusades, as in the same era important Arabic medical texts were independently
being translated in centres of Christian intellectual activity, such as the great
monastery of Monte Cassino.

Another discipline whose evolution was shaped by cultural exchange between
the Christian West and the Muslim Near East in the era of the crusades is archi-
tecture. Again, a lot of assumptions are often made about the flow of influences:
in particular, in the 1990s it was stated that Gothic architecture in the West
derived from innovations begun in the crusader states and this style – crudely,
pointed arches – subsequently found its way to Europe. By taking as a case study
the church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, Jürgen Krüger addresses these
assumptions, because the history of the building and its many reconstructions
allow us to identify a succession of distinct architectural influences. This chapter
presents a great deal of new and original material, the result of Jürgen Krüger’s
research at the church. He is able to draw a number of conclusions, two of which
stand out as highly significant: first, that Western traditions influenced construc-
tion at the church until the middle of the twelfth century, when more local
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influences came to dominate; and second, the exchange of architectural culture,
such as the Gothic style, took place in both directions.

If the cross-cultural exchanges between Christian and Muslim neighbouring
societies tended to be mediated through Arab-speaking Christian residents of the
Near East, so that the direct contact between them proves hard to establish in
fields such as medicine and architecture, there was one area of activity where direct
encounters were a necessity: establishing peace treaties. The final essay in this
volume comes from Yvonne Friedman, who has long devoted her expertise in
crusading history to the issue of peace treaties. For this book, she analyses the 120
or so treaties mentioned in the sources between Christian and Muslim lords
(1096–1291), to demonstrate the evolution of a mutual understanding of the
stages of peacemaking out of an initial lack of comprehension – in both mentality
and practice – of their respective views on how to conduct and conclude peace
agreements.

Framing the book in this way, between John France’s discussion of warfare
between crusading and Muslim armies and Yvonne Friedman’s focus on peace
between the rival lords, serves to emphasise the curious dialectic of the phe-
nomenon of the crusades. The huge Christian army of the First Crusade set out
to defeat Muslim forces in the Near East and establish new states, in particular at
Jerusalem. But having done so, in order to survive, crusading settlers found
themselves adjusting to a necessary engagement with the politics and culture of
the region. Never stable, always prone to renewed outbreaks of warfare and the
arrival of new waves of crusading armies, the consequences of this engagement
were simultaneously a strengthening of the ideology of Holy War on both sides
and a growing level of cultural interaction between the religious rivals.

This was an era of profound changes in the political formations of the region
as well as in the ideas that were circulating in both societies. A growing cry for
jihad to counter the Christian armies by the Islamic clergy was a factor in the
emergence of Muslim princes capable of ruling much larger territories than their
predecessors. In the West, crusading led – among other developments and not 
in a linear fashion – to a growth in the alienation of the Latin world from the
Byzantine Empire; a furtherance of the concept of national identity; and an
increase in the circulation of polemical texts belittling Islam. More positively,
although less definitively, the period in which Christian states existed in the Near
East was one where a sharing of knowledge could take place, to the mutual
advantage of practitioners in fields such as medicine and architecture.

It was an era of both conflict and cohabitation.
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WARFARE IN THE
MEDITERRANEAN REGION IN
THE AGE OF THE CRUSADES,

1095–1291

A clash of contrasts

John France

Crusading warfare in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was marked by a fasci-
nating clash between the Turks, who employed a highly mobile and fluid fighting
pattern, and westerners, whose methods revolved around a relatively slow-moving
style based on mass and solid formation.

Medieval warfare in Western Europe in the age of the crusades is often
symbolised by the castle and the knight, and this does express a certain reality. The
economy of the west was overwhelmingly based on land, which does not produce
much liquidity – cash. This meant that the medieval state could not easily collect
taxes to pay for bureaucrats and standing armies. The soldiers had to have their
own resources, land, to enable them to equip themselves and their followers.1 As
medieval society was not an equal but a deeply unequal society, great men with
great estates played the leading role in politics and warfare, and they were very
difficult to control. They enjoyed de facto governmental power because kings
without articulated administrations had to delegate power. In turn, great men
could not be everywhere, and they had to delegate to others. In effect, society was
dominated by the patronage-spheres of great men, their mouvances, within which
those wealthy enough to serve as fully equipped soldiers were especially privileged
and enjoyed a position of negotiation with, rather than full subordination to, their
masters.2 Moreover, it is not sufficiently appreciated that their estates were not
great blocks, but packets scattered across the countryside interpenetrating with
the lands of others. An English example is Aubrey II de Vere (1108–41), who
inherited the lands acquired by his father in the Norman Conquest in Essex,
Suffolk, Cambridge, Huntingdon and Middlesex. His son, Aubrey III, was made
Earl of Oxford, and in celebration he built the magnificent Hedingham Castle on
the Suffolk–Essex border, where the family estates were densely concentrated.3
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The dispersal of properties inevitably created property disputes, adding to the
political and personal tensions among relatively small groups of great families who
dominated the countryside in the various ‘states’ of medieval Europe. Moreover,
families had to commute between their possessions because they needed to collect
and eat up the right and dues they collected from the peasants which were largely
paid in kind. This created the need for comfortable houses which, in a dangerous
society, had to be protected. From this situation was born the castle, which is
essentially a fortified private house. But the castle needed a garrison. This was
provided by the armed men whom we call knights. In the age of the First Crusade
their social status was enormously variable. Some, especially those who could
claim some family relationship with the great lord, were granted landholdings in
return for service in administering and protecting the lord’s land. Others were
simply paid as ‘table knights’ who earned bread and board by protecting their
master, but could be paid off at his pleasure. Since resources were short, lords
employed relatively few knights, but they were superbly equipped and provided
with the leisure to train for war. In effect, they and their masters formed a military
elite who could fight on foot or, for preference, on horseback. European agri-
culture was dominated by the production of grain so there were few open plains
capable of raising grass-fed light horses cheaply. In any case, this small minority
needed armour and fine weapons if it were to dominate the masses, so heavy grain-
fed horses were essential to carry such weight. Warhorses could be produced only
by selective breeding and they then had to be trained for combat. They were,
therefore, very expensive and knights preserved them by riding lesser animals until
they were needed for combat. Even then, heavily burdened by man, weapons and
armour, warhorses were capable of only short bursts of fast movement, after which
they were exhausted. But the momentum of their charge was terrifying. As a
Greek princess, Anna Comnena, remarked: ‘A mounted Kelt [Frank] is irresistible:
he would bore his way through the walls of Babylon; but when he dismounts he
becomes anyone’s plaything.’4

These men were highly effective soldiers, well used to small-scale warfare in
which they sallied out of their lands to ravage the territory of their neighbours 
in pursuit of the disputes which divided great aristocrats or the petty quarrels
which they picked. When some greater quarrel arose, the lord could augment
numbers by bringing together several of the scattered groups of soldiers who
served him. Further reinforcement could be found by hiring mercenary knights
who would be paid off as soon as the military situation allowed. However, sub-
stantial actions demanded larger forces, not least because enemy fortresses, usually
of earth and timber, would have to be attacked and new castles created. This
demanded large forces of infantry. Sergeants were very petty landholders who
could equip themselves reasonably well for war and perhaps even come mounted,
but most footsoldiers seem to have been recruited from the more adventurous but
barely trained peasantry. Their equipment would usually be very limited: a spear
or bow and arrows, a padded jacket and perhaps a metal or leather helmet would
be the norm.

J O H N  F R A N C E
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They were not just needed for what might be called ‘military labouring’,
because the broken and seamed countryside of the west, deeply imprinted by
arable farming with its many barriers, sometimes favoured footsoldiers. At
Hastings in 1066 the English formed up on foot at the top of a hill, annulling
much of the advantage of the Norman horsemen in height, reach and weight. In
addition, bad weather could hinder horses. The infantry could also be strength-
ened by employing professionals, mercenary foot, usually drawn from areas of
frequent warfare like Flanders and Spain, some of whom might bring the accurate
and hard-hitting crossbow to war. Infantry are clearly inferior man for man to
cavalry, but their advantage lies in the fact that they are cheaper and so can be
hired in mass. But to be effective, above all to manoeuvre, mass needs to be
trained, and medieval armies had very short lives, simply because of cost. Hence,
in general, infantry were at a great qualitative disadvantage. This lack of training
was compounded when a king or very important lord called together a very large
army. It was usual to divide such a force between milites et pedites, knights and
foot, but locally raised footmen were not used to working with those from other
localities, and an army would only rarely be kept in being for sufficient time to
enable them to train together. This problem also affected cavalry, who would be
trained well as individuals but would be used to working only in small groups with
their immediate neighbours and, occasionally, with more distant groups from
within their own lord’s retinue. Such kin and neighbour groups were the effective
components of the cavalry and fought together under a banner in a unit of variable
size called the conroi in the twelfth century. A great royal army was a gathering of
retinues of the great, and each retinue was in turn made up of these local groups.
Medieval armies, in short, lacked cohesion. William the Conqueror’s army of
1066 was therefore unusual: because it was delayed by unfavourable winds, it had
the opportunity to exercise together at Dives for a month.5

This, in part, explains why commanders were relatively reluctant to commit 
to battle. This was always, at best, a chancy affair, ‘where fortune tends to have 
more influence than bravery’.6 At Conquereuil, on 27 June 992, Duke Conan of
Brittany lured Fulk Nerra of Anjou’s army into charging into a concealed trench.
Conan then pursued the Angevins, but paused to strip off his armour in the heat
of the day, and was killed by some enemies hidden in nearby bushes! 7 But the
incoherence of medieval armies amplified the dangers. Great lords might desert
their commander or untrained soldiers could panic and flee. Knights made a cult
of bravery, but the minor skirmishes, which were the staple of the medieval war
of raiding, promoted a highly individualistic ethos of war which, in the absence of
any real command structure, could result in actions quite contrary to a com-
mander’s intentions. Sensible commanders, therefore, approached battle with
caution and always had a real sense of its dangers. At Gisors in 1198, Richard I of
England (1189–99) routed the forces of Phillip II of France (1180–1223), but in
a letter to England Richard admitted that the whole affair had been highly
dangerous: ‘In doing this we risked not only our own life but the kingdom itself,
against the advice of all our counselors.’8
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For much the same reasons even sustained sieges against alerted fortresses were
not common. They demanded a very high degree of organisation and sustained
effort which was very expensive. Most obviously, besiegers had to provide their
own shelter and food. And sieges were also open to chance. In 1078 Robert
Curthose rebelled against his father, William the Conqueror, who gathered a
strong army and besieged his troublesome son in the castle of Gerberoi. But
Robert made a sudden sally, unhorsed his father and put the besiegers to flight.9

As a result, armies, even large armies, preferred ravaging the land to undermine
the economic base of the enemy, deprive his army of food and provide it for your
own. A poet here portrays Philip, Count of Flanders, in 1173 advising how to
attack an enemy: ‘Lay waste the land; let it all be consumed in fire and flames. Let
him not leave them, outside their castles, in wood or meadow as much as will
furnish them a meal on the morrow.’10

Destruction of this kind was the staple of war in medieval Europe. It had
enormous advantages. In the main it involved bullying peasants, which might not
be glamorous, but was certainly safer than fighting well-armed enemies. It offered
a solution to an attacking army’s worst problem – logistics – because they could
consume and carry off as well as destroy. It also drew a defender’s forces, pre-
cipitating skirmishes in which knights could demonstrate their bravery, while
informing the commanders on both sides of their enemy’s strengths and dis-
positions.

There were battles, but a soldier as famous as Henry II of England (1154–89)
could have a distinguished military career without ever fighting in one. At
Bouvines in 1214 the victory of Philip II of France decided the fate of the French
kingdom, the English realm and the German Empire, even though there were less
than 20,000 troops on the field. In the thirteenth century armies became more
professional and better organised, but at Tagliacozzo on 23 August 1268 the
forces of Conradin defeated those of Charles of Anjou only to throw away their
victory by scattering to plunder the enemy dead, enabling the Angevins to rally
and crush them. Battles were fought at very close quarters, and indeed at
Bouvines, Eustache of Malenghin was grasped from behind by a French knight
who tore off his helmet while another stuck a dagger in his heart. In 1265 at the
Battle of Benevento, Charles of Anjou’s army was almost defeated by a group of
German cavalry heavily armed and fighting in very close order, but Charles made
his French knights close right up with the enemy, even thrusting with daggers.
Overall, westerners had a slow-moving style of war which turned on siege and its
attendant destruction. When battle had to be fought it was a matter of a very
direct confrontation in which the key arm was the heavy cavalry which fought in
close order. While archery was used, it was rarely decisive, and victory went to the
side which fought the most ferociously in the dreadful hacking-match of battle.11

The First Crusade was an assembly of armies, each of which gathered around
one of the major leaders, such as the Count of Toulouse or Bohemond of
Otranto. But there were groups among them who owed little to the great leaders,
like Gaston of Béan, who seems to have drifted out of the mouvance of Raymond
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of Toulouse and become associated with the Count’s great enemy, Tancred.12

This loose structure was always characteristic of crusading armies. In the case of
the First Crusade they survived the initial contact with the enemy in Anatolia
largely by luck and sheer numbers, and the experience welded them into an
experienced and coherent fighting force. But the forces of the Second Crusade
were defeated in Asia Minor largely because they lacked discipline. The presence
of the charismatic Richard of England and the long struggle to capture Acre from
1189 to 1191 made the army of the Third Crusade formidable. By contrast, the
Fifth Crusade (1217–21) lacked an overall leader, and the contingents which
fought on it came and went, apparently taking the view that one year’s service 
was enough for anybody. The French crusade of Louis IX of France (1226–70)
was a different case, in that it enjoyed a unified command. But at the Battle of
Mansourah, Louis’ brother, Robert of Artois, charged rashly into the town after
a local success, and he and his forces were cut off and annihilated. In many ways
this exemplified the problems of command and discipline in medieval armies, and
it certainly compromised Louis’ chances of a decisive success.13

The Middle East about 1100 was a radically different kind of society. It was also
ultimately agricultural, but trade was far more important, a cash economy existed
and it was ruled by great courts with elaborate bureaucracies set in important
trading cities. At the head of society was the Caliph, but political power rested
with the Sultan of Baghdad, who ruled through a bureaucracy organised around
ministries (diwan) and delegated authority to governors and office-holders. 
No authority could afford huge standing forces, but all these personages had
substantial personal followings (askars) which they augmented at need by other
forces – paid or conscripted for a short period.

The Middle East has a radically different landscape from Europe. It is an area
of open plains, which make for easy raising of small horses, and there is open space
in which they can move, unlike the seamed and closed countryside of Europe.
Even now this is classic tank country in which mobility is vital. In medieval
conditions this meant the dominance of cavalry, and the best troops among them
were alien to the Middle East. Since the ninth century the Caliphs had regularly
employed elite units of Turks, a steppe people whose special expertise was as
horse-archers. As the Baghdad Caliphate declined, these expert troops became
highly influential at the Baghdad court and became diffused across the whole area,
finding employment in the askars of governors and even in the rival Fatimid
Caliphate of Cairo. In 1055 Turks, led by the Seljuk family, invaded the Caliphate
and seized power there in alliance with countrymen already in Baghdad. (Indeed,
from this time until 1919, Turks would rule the Middle East.) The Seljuk sultans
recreated the old empire of Baghdad, and in the process drove the Fatimids back
into Egypt, seizing Jerusalem in 1073. Turks were an alien minority and it is a
sign of this that they built citadels in the great cities of the Muslim world, notably
at Damascus. The purpose of these mighty structures was to shelter the new and
alien rulers and overawe the mass of the population.14 Turkish horse-archers,
always recruited directly from the steppe, were never great in number but
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increasingly formed the cutting edge of armies. They were backed up by hordes
of native light horse, especially Bedouin, some of whom were also archers, though
most wielded lances and swords. Less often, these were backed up by heavy cavalry
of Persian origin, called Agulani by the Franks: ‘The Agulani numbered 3000;
they fear neither spears nor arrows nor any other weapon, for they and their horses
are covered all over with plates of iron.’15

One result of the crusader wars seems to have been an increase in this heavy
element in the Islamic forces. Horse-archers and other light cavalry had strings of
spare mounts and this gave a capacity for rapid movement and, on the battlefield,
swift manoeuvre to Middle Eastern armies. In the end, unless their enemies were
terrorised by the rain of arrows from fast-moving horsemen who sought to
surround and harass, they would have to fight at close quarters, but fire and
movement enabled them to unsettle their enemies and break up their formations.
The great change in Muslim armies came with the Mamluk regime which seized
power in Egypt in 1250. The Turkish soldiers took over the state. They formed a
standing army which was a kind of militarised republic drawn generation by
generation from steppe Turks, whose chief officers chose a sultan from their own
ranks. This remarkable army crushed the crusaders and repelled the Mongol
attempt to conquer the Middle East.16

The Seljuk Empire at its greatest extended from Syria in the west across Iraq
and Iran into what is now Pakistan, and from the Caucusus to the frontier with
Egypt. But it dissolved into sustained civil war after the death of Malik Shah
(1072–92). The consequent chaos provided the Byzantine Emperor Alexios I
(1081–1118) with the opportunity to intervene with a view to regaining the lands
of Anatolia lost to the Turks since 1071. His appeal for mercenaries to assist in
this process reached Pope Urban II (1088–99) at the Council of Piacenza in
March 1095. This triggered Urban’s thinking which led to the summoning of the
First Crusade at Clermont in November of the same year.

The first crusaders entered a very divided world. The dominant power in
Turkish Anatolia was the Seljuk Sultanate of Rum, but they were challenged by
Danishmends, Menguchekids and Saltukids to the east and defied by the Emirate
of Smyrna to the west. Berkyaruk made good his claim to the Sultanate at
Baghdad, but he was deeply preoccupied by asserting his power in the eastward
dominions. Syria was disputed between his young cousins, Duqaq of Damascus
and Ridwan of Aleppo, and this enabled the rulers of cities like Antioch and Homs
to play one off against another. Jerusalem was held by the Artukids and they were
effectively independent. Fatimid Egypt to the south saw these divisions as an
opportunity to regain her lost power in Syria. It was undoubtedly this high degree
of fragmentation that underlay the success of the First Crusade, but it should be
noted that many of these ‘fragments’ were actually rich and powerful and could
raise big armies.

On 1 July 1097 a Turkish army ambushed the vanguard of the army of the First
Crusade. It is hardly surprising that a priest, Fulcher of Chartres, found this a
novel but harrowing experience:

J O H N  F R A N C E

14



Altogether they numbered 360,000 fighters, all on horses and armed
with bows, as was their custom. We, on the other hand, had both foot-
soldiers and knights . . . The Turks crept up, howling loudly and
shooting a shower of arrows. Stunned, and almost dead, and with many
wounded, we immediately fled. And it was no wonder, for such warfare
was new to us all.17

What is more surprising is that a knight in the contingent of Bohemond of
Otranto was equally surprised:

Our men wondered exceedingly whence had arisen so great a multitude
of Turks, Arabs, Saracens and others, for almost all the mountains and
hills and valleys and all the level places, within and without, were on all
sides covered with that excommunicate race.18

This is strange, because the anonymous knight was from southern Italy, whose
ruler, Robert Guiscard, had tried to conquer Byzantium through the Balkans in
the years 1081–5. His son, Bohemond, one of the leaders of the ambushed
vanguard, had served in Robert’s army and had encountered Turks fighting 
for the Emperor. Moreover, Anna Comnena says that her father had told the
leaders what to expect from the Turks.19 But armies learn by experience, and
most of the knights in the vanguard would have been totally surprised by the
Turkish tactics.

As the enemy army approached, the leaders of the vanguard ordered the
infantry to set camp while the cavalry advanced to meet them. But the Turks
divided and surged around the western cavalry, threatening to surround them. As
a result, the knights bolted, only to be rallied by Bohemond and Robert, Duke of
Normandy. This was generalship of a very high order by medieval standards, and
it resulted in a chaotic situation with the knights driven back on the camp in a
confused mass of men, animals and tents. This compacted mass drew the Turks
into a close-quarter scrum which suited the heavy weaponry of the westerners, and
eventually the main body of their army came up and drove off the enemy. The
First Crusade was lucky to survive at Dorylaeum, but the crusaders recognised the
need for discipline and close order as a response to the encircling tactics of the
Turks. Early in 1098 the Franks, then besieging Antioch, sent a foraging expedi-
tion into Syria, and ran into a relief army despatched to Antioch by Duqaq of
Damascus. Their battle formation took account of the tactics of the Turks because
while the Count of Flanders went forward with the vanguard, Bohemond held
back in a rearguard:

For the Turks have this custom in fighting: even though they are fewer
in number, they always strive to encircle their enemy. This they
attempted to do in this battle also, but by the foresight of Bohemund
the wiles of the enemy were prevented.20
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By the end of the crusade the westerners had adopted a new tactical device –
throwing their infantry forward to keep horse-archers out of range of the horses.

Thus a whole battery of tactical devices, essentially dependent upon tight
discipline and close order, were devised to counter Turkish tactics. But each new
crusading army came fresh to the task of learning new methods of fighting, and
all found it difficult to accept the discipline demanded. The ‘Crusade of 1101’
went down to total disaster in Anatolia.21 On the Second Crusade the German
army’s discipline seems to have collapsed, leading to its destruction. The French
army fought its way through Anatolia in column headed by a strong vanguard,
but on Mount Cadmus this powerful force went off on its own to camp with
disastrous results because the Turks broke into the column: ‘The Turks thrust and
slashed, and the defenceless crowds fled or fell like sheep . . . exposed the king and
his companions to death.’22

Even on St Louis’ crusade, when the French King was the undisputed com-
mander, subordinates took matters into their own hands. At the highest level we
have already noted the rashness of Robert of Artois, but lower down the scale
Joinville, the king’s biographer, reports that at the Battle of Mansourah in
February 1250: ‘In the meantime, I and my knights had decided to go and attack
some Turks who were loading their baggage in their camp on our left; so we fell
upon them.’23 In the event he and his men had to be rescued when they were
ambushed. Western armies with their weak chains of command were always prone
to this kind of indiscipline, which meant that although leaders knew that close
formation and tight control were essential, these were very difficult to implement.

Siege warfare, on the other hand, was something with which westerners were
familiar. The cities of the east, with their Roman fortifications, were bigger and
better fortified than anything they had encountered in Europe, but the siege of
Nicaea, with its elaborate deployment of catapults, siege towers, cats and mining,
demonstrated western mastery of technique as well as sheer determination.
Antioch was so great a city that assault proved impossible and a close blockade
was implemented, and this was extended with great skill so that eventually the city
fell by betrayal. At Jerusalem the double wall to the north of the city was breached
by a ram, and a great siege-tower pushed in to carry the main curtain. But it was
a skilful switch of the schwerpunkt from the north-west to the north-east corner
which made life difficult for the defenders, who were also having to divide their
forces to face the Count of Toulouse’s attack on Zion Gate to the south.24 This
skill in siege warfare then enabled the western settlers to seize the cities of the coast
in alliance with the Italian city-states who were seeking trading bases in the
Levant. The culmination of this process was the long siege of Tyre which, having
resisted successfully in 1112, fell in 1124.25 After the collapse of the Kingdom of
Jerusalem in 1187 the Third Crusade focused its efforts on a great siege of Acre
from 1189 to 1191, whose successful conclusion provided a capital for the new
kingdom which would last until 1291. During the Fifth Crusade the attack on
Damietta occupied the army from May 1218 to November 1219. The Muslims
proved just as adept at siege warfare. The Mamluks captured mighty Crac des
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Chevaliers in a siege which lasted from 3 March to 8 April 1271, and Marqab,
besieged on 17 April 1285, surrendered on 24 May. The final assault on Acre
began on 6 April 1291 and ended with a terrible sack on 18 May though the
Templar fortress held out until 28 May 1291. It is said that on this occasion the
Mamluks deployed ninety machines in their assault on the city. Siege warfare
involved the use of relatively sophisticated machinery, but neither side enjoyed
any technological advantage.26 In the end storming a fortification was enormously
costly in lives lost, and once an army broke in with its blood up a massacre was
pretty well inevitable. This is what happened at Jerusalem in 1099 and Acre in
1291. Such horrors explain why most sieges ended with negotiated surrenders
from which both attacker and defender profited.27

The First Crusade established Latin Christian bridgeheads in Syria and Palestine
which the settlers in these areas then had to be make into viable entities. They
were never united and, as we shall see, often pursued radically different and even
contradictory policies. But one simple condition underwrote their existence. This
was western naval supremacy. It is remarkable that there is no naval history of the
crusades,28 for the First Crusade received very substantial naval assistance and
could hardly have succeeded without it.29 Subsequently the capture of the cities
of the Palestinian littoral was heavily dependent upon the fleets of the Italian city-
states who quickly established a maritime supremacy in the eastern Mediterranean
which would end only with the Ottomans in the sixteenth century. How and why
this came about has never been fully explored, though J.H. Pryor has made some
interesting suggestions.30 Previous to the First Crusade, Egypt had had a powerful
fleet, but this was so eclipsed that when Saladin tried to revive it in the 1180s he
simply could not find enough sailors to sustain the effort.31 The Fifth Crusade
landed in Egypt in 1218 and continued until 1221. In that time there was never
any attempt to interfere with its sea-borne communications. This is an astonishing
fact and underlines the extent to which crusading depended upon command of
the sea for its very being.

The states of the Latin east enjoyed very different possibilities for expansion and
therefore were forced to consider different strategies.32 Antioch held the Jabal
Ansariyah. Before them was the Orontes Valley and its eastern bank, the much
lower Belus Massif and beyond that a great plain in the north of which stood
Aleppo, only 100 kilometres from Antioch along a good Byzantine road which
went via Artah and a gap in the Belus Massif, past Sarmada and al-Atharib. But
Antioch had been created in spite of the agreement with the Byzantine Emperor
to hand back former imperial lands. As a result it was threatened by Byzantine
attack, usually directed through Cilicia, where the Armenians later established a
powerful kingdom. Moreover, the expansion of Antioch would have been greatly
facilitated by cooperation with the crusader principality of Edessa, but in practice
relations were not always good. Despite these diversions, by 1119 Antioch
threatened an encirclement of Aleppo which was only prevented when Prince
Roger of Antioch was defeated and killed at the ‘Field of Blood’. Within a few
years the Antiochenes had recovered most of what they had lost. It was the
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outbreak of internal conflict and the dominance of Byzantine power from the mid-
twelfth century which weakened them, coupled with the rise, after 1126, of a
strong Islamic power in Aleppo under Zengi, but even so they continued to be
ready to be aggressive.33

The Kingdom of Jerusalem had different choices. At Tripoli the First Crusade
had resolved not to go to Jerusalem inland via Damascus, but at Ramla the leaders
considered an attack on Egypt as an alternative to the siege of Jerusalem.34 These
two possible axes of attack set the strategic dilemma for the kingdom. Both were
tempting. Damascus was easily accessible from the Galilee across the bare
landscape of the Hauran, which posed no significant barrier, though it is fairly dry.
Baldwin II was especially active against Damascus between 1126 and 1129 when
a crusade came from the west to his assistance, but suffered defeat at Marj as-
Suffur. It has also been suggested that in the 1120s Jerusalem was consciously
seeking a policy of ‘natural frontiers’, and that this underlay the expansion of
Oultrejourdain down to the Red Sea and the search for a desert frontier based on
Damascus. Whether there was ever such a doctrine is debatable, not least because
the new lordship there was quickly granted out to vassal lords.35 Egypt was also
close and constituted a real threat to the kingdom until the 1120s, but it suffered
from internal divisions and the balance was clearly changing when Baldwin I died
during an expedition there in 1118. The weakness of its Fatimid regime ultimately
tempted Amalric I (1163–74) into major expeditions which ended in defeat by
Nur ad-Din, who united Egypt and Syria.

The westerners who settled in the east therefore found themselves in a very
hostile environment in which fighting was frequent and essential.36 The kingdom
was not as weak as its small size might indicate. It was anchored by powerfully
fortified cities like Tyre, Acre and Jerusalem. In addition the crusaders very soon
built numerous castles. These were products of the structure of lordship which
they brought with them to the east, but they served as refuges and supply bases
in times of trouble. Most of them were rather small. It was only in exposed areas
like Oultrejourdain that mightier structures, like Kerak and Shawbak, were
erected. As the threat from Muslim attack became more marked, the crusaders
developed stronger castles, most notably Belvoir (built in 1168–70), which was a
superbly designed concentric fortress of a kind which did not appear in Europe
until nearly a century later. In the thirteenth century such amazing structures as
Crac des Chevaliers and Marqab appeared. But the strength of the kingdom in
the twelfth century essentially rested on the combination of strong cities and a
powerful field army. To conquer the kingdom, an enemy needed to seize the cities
and castles, but this invited attack from the field army, which could count on
assistance from the many castles.37

Moreover, recent research has shown that although westerners were relatively
few in the kingdom, they seem to have enjoyed the support of the native
Christians, whom they treated very generously. This probably explains why, in the
emergency of 1187, the kingdom could raise nearly 20,000 troops.38 The Latins
essentially retained their western style of war. It was successful, and they were
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constantly receiving reinforcements and immigrants from Europe. However, they
recognised the need to adapt their military methods to the radically different
environment in which they found themselves and did so to a degree which
historians have been slow to appreciate.39

The settlers employed ‘Turcopoles’, mounted archers, like the Turks, whom
they used for reconnaissance and raiding. They were quite numerous, perhaps
1,500 in the campaign of 1183 and, apparently, many more at Hattin in 1187.
On 20 June 1192 they spotted an Egyptian convoy bringing supplies to Saladin’s
army in Jerusalem, enabling Richard of England to seize it.40 But they were simply
not numerous enough for the Latins to change their tactics radically, and on
occasion they seem to have been incorporated into the mass of knights who
formed the key element in their host.

The knights were the key military asset of the Latins, and the concerted mass
charge their primary tactic. This was essentially an innovation of the Franks of the
east. Western armies were, as we have noted, incoherent and lacked the discipline
to manage such a tactic. At Hastings, William committed his cavalry only in
sections and elements within them chose to make their attacks in whatever ways
suited them best. The cavalry combat in 1214 at the Battle of Bouvines consisted
of charges by retinues numbering fewer than 200 knights. Only at Muret in 1213
was there an all-out charge of massed cavalry. 41 But the armies of the Latins were
called together frequently, so they grew used to working together, and this
enabled them to form and to take the enormous risk of a mass charge. But this in
turn led to further tactical changes. There could be only a single opportunity for
a mass charge, because if it did not strike its enemy a fatal blow the horses would
be blown and dispersed. Turkish light horse were skilled at the rapid retreat, even
the feigned retreat, turning to fall on their exhausted enemies:

If they [the Turks] are hotly pursued a long way they flee on very fast
horses. There are none nimbler in the world, with the swiftest gallop –
like a flight of swallows. It is the Turks’ habit, when they realise that their
pursuit has stopped following them, to stop running away themselves –
like an infuriating fire which flies away if you drive it off and returns when
you stop.42

But in awaiting the crucial moment Latin cavalry would be exposed to harassment,
and in any case battle was a dynamic environment. And the Latins were usually
outnumbered by their enemies, so the basic formation of infantry and cavalry
evolved into the fighting march, as Smail was the first to understand.43 In 1147
the Latins under Baldwin III (1143–63) had marched on Bosra but found Nur
ad-Din in great strength, so they were forced to retreat in the presence of an
enemy army which outnumbered them. Their response was:

General orders had been given that the bodies of all the dead in the
Christian ranks were to be placed upon camels and other pack animals,
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that the knowledge of the massacre of our forces might not tend to
strengthen the enemy. The weak and wounded were also to be placed on
beasts of burden so as to give the impression that not a single Christian
had been killed or wounded. It was a source of amazement, therefore, to
the wiser heads among the enemy that, after such a volley of arrow, such
repeated conflicts, such torture of thirst, dust and unbearable heat, not
a single dead Christian could be found. This people must, indeed, be
made of iron, they thought.44

In such a formation the infantry surrounded the cavalry and the pack animals in a
moving fortress and held off the enemy, enabling the knights to choose when, or
indeed if, to unloose their famous charge. Again in 1170, near Gaza:

Terrified by the vast numbers, they began to crowd together more than
usual, with the result that the very density of their ranks almost prevented
any further advance. The infidels at once charged and tried to force them
apart, but the Christians, by divine help, massed themselves even more
closely together and withstood the enemy’s attack. Then at quickened
pace they marched on to their destination where the entire army [250
knights and 2,000 foot] halted and set up tents.45

In July 1187 Saladin, with a huge army 30,000 strong, besieged Tiberias as the
army of Jerusalem concentrated at Safforiyah, twenty-six kilometres to the west.
Guy of Lusignan, King of Jerusalem, decided to march to its relief, presumably
trusting in the solidity of his formation to enable him to choose battle at will. At
the heart of his army were three divisions of cavalry, something like 1,200 knights,
each surrounded by infantry, in all nearly 20,000 men. But a march of twenty-six
kilometres against a numerous and determined enemy was unprecedented, and
there was no water along the route. They became exhausted and were encircled
and destroyed at Hattin, and the kingdom fell.

But on the Third Crusade, Richard of England made the system work. After
the fall of Acre to the crusader host, Richard set out southwards down the coast
to seize the port of Jaffa, with his cavalry in three sections surrounded by infantry.
This time, water was plentiful because the road ran close to the sea, where the
western fleet acted as a source of supply. The infantry, who bore the weight of the
enemy attacks, were rotated so that they could rest between the army and the
coast. Saladin’s mounted archers attacked the infantry screen but to little effect.
One of his advisers commented:

The enemy army was already in formation with the infantry surrounding
it like a wall, wearing solid iron corselets and full-length well-made chain-
mail, so that arrows were falling on them with no effect . . . I saw various
individuals amongst the Franks with ten arrows fixed in their backs,
pressing on in this fashion quite unconcerned.46
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On 7 September 1191 Saladin deployed his army for battle close to Arsuf. Richard
broke his cavalry into five divisions to facilitate control, and was anxious to hold
his force together until he could, with a single charge, destroy his enemy totally.
In the event his rearguard, sorely provoked, charged prematurely, obliging him
to commit his whole cavalry force. Even so, the damage to Saladin’s army was
considerable:

The enemy’s situation worsened still more and the Muslims thought 
they had them in their power. Eventually the first detachments of their
infantry reached the plantations of Arsuf. Then their cavalry massed
together and agreed on a charge, as they feared for their people and
thought that only a charge would save them. I saw them grouped
together in the middle of the foot-soldiers. They took their lances and
gave a shout as one man. The infantry opened gaps for them and they
charged in unison. One group charged our right wing, another our left,
and the third our centre. It happened that I was in the centre which took
to wholesale flight. My intention was to join the left wing, since it was
nearer to me. I reached it after it had been broken utterly, so I thought
to join the right wing, but then I saw that it had fled more calamitously
than all the rest.47

But the most spectacular innovation of the Latins was the foundation of the
military religious orders, of which the most important were the Hospital and the
Temple. The latter was founded by a group of pious knights under the authority
of the Patriarch of Jerusalem and their first task was to protect the pilgrim roads.
Once the order was recognised in 1128 it attracted recruits and generous
donations, making it an enormously rich landowning institution. The Hospital
was an older charitable institution caring for pilgrims which gradually evolved into
a fighting order.48 The bulk of the wealth of both orders lay in the west, so that
they could replace losses in the east. The importance of these orders was that they
formed what were, in effect, small but well-disciplined standing armies, each
numbering about 300 knights. They accounted, therefore, for about half the
1,200 knights raised for the army which fought at Hattin. The Temple evolved
very strict military discipline which was embodied in their Rule.49 The armies of
the orders therefore formed the backbone of the army of Jerusalem, so it is hardly
surprising that after Hattin, Saladin ordered that the 300 of their knights who had
fallen into his hands should be massacred.50 However, the orders recovered, and
during the Third Crusade they were joined by the new Teutonic Order.51 In the
thirteenth century, when the Jerusalem monarchy was weak, the armies of the
orders constituted the primary military forces in the kingdom, especially as more
and more castles were handed over to them by a nobility that could hardly afford
them. The orders became increasingly enmeshed in the politics of the kingdom,
yet they still offered the strongest hope of recovery, and visiting rulers and pilgrims
put much-deserved faith in their fighting qualities.52
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The crusades precipitated a period of ideological warfare in the Middle East. At
the Council of Clermont in 1095, Urban II preached salvation through slaughter,
a notion that inspired men to go east to fight for many centuries. In the Middle
East most warfare had long been between Muslims, and in these circumstances
holy war, jihad, had simply faded away. Al-Sulami of Damascus was one of the
few people at the time of the First Crusade to think in these terms.53 But as the
challenge of the Latin settlers became clearer, the Turkish soldiers who ruled
Islamic society increasingly presented themselves as champions of Islam. Zengi of
Aleppo seized Edessa in 1144 and his son, Nur ad-Din, was a subtle diplomat who
patronised and capitalised on the prestige of Muslim madrassas (Islamic schools)
to promulgate a suitable image of himself. Saladin did likewise. These leaders at
the same time proclaimed themselves champions of Sunni (orthodox) Islam and
directed their jihad against all dissidents, especially Shi’ites. The alien ruling group
in this way used jihad to build bridges with the broad mass of the city populations
on whom they depended for taxation and the running of the machinery of
government. Thus the temper of warfare in the Middle East was something special
and different from that experienced elsewhere. William of Tyre, who was born in
Jerusalem, rightly observed:

War is waged differently and less vigorously between men who hold the
same law and faith. For even if no other cause for hatred exists, the fact
that the combatants do not share the same articles of faith is sufficient
reason for constant quarrelling and enmity.54

There were terrible events. In 1099 Jerusalem fell and many of its inhabitants were
massacred, but it should be noted that this was the normal fate of any city which
resisted until it was stormed, at which point nobody really could control the
attackers. When Zengi captured Edessa in 1144 he ordered a terrible massacre of
its Latin population, while sparing the eastern Christians. Saladin killed all the
captured members of the orders after Hattin in 1187. Richard of England
promised to respect the lives of the garrison of Acre when it capitulated in 1191,
on condition that Saladin pay a ransom. When this was not forthcoming, he killed
them all, some 2,600 men, women and children. In response Saladin ordered that
prisoners captured as Richard’s army moved south should be executed. But this
was not the Ostfront in the Second World War, and while war was savage it was
never total.

We have some of our most vivid portrayals of battle from the crusades, like
Joinville’s recollections of the Battle of Mansourah in 1250:

A blow from one of the enemy’s swords landed in the middle of Erard
de Siverey’s face, cutting through his nose so that it was left dangling
over his lips. At that moment the thought of St James [of Compostella]
came into my mind and I prayed to him: ‘Good Saint James, come to my
help, and save us in our great need.’55
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But all medieval battles were like this. On 9 August 1160 Frederick Barbarossa
was defeated at the Battle of Carcano and two days later some knights of Lodi and
Cremona, rushing to his aid, were ambushed by the victorious Milanese in a
marshy valley. But Carnevalo de Cuzego, a knight of Lodi who had taken refuge
in the bushes, pulled a Milanese knight, Roger of S. Sceptiro, off his horse and
suffocated him in the earth before he could call for help from his followers.56

Despite the excesses, in principle, both sides obeyed the general rules
concerning the surrender of cities.57 In the aftermath of battle footsoldiers were
massacred or enslaved, but this was the general rule everywhere. On the other
hand, it was in the interests of the leaders on all sides to honour the custom of
ransoming notables, so this was done.58 In the wake of St Louis’ surrender in 1250
his whole army was captured, but a significant proportion was ransomed. But such
civilities were much more difficult to maintain in the heat of religious warfare, and
the sheer distance between ransomers and those who held their nearest and
dearest imposed great problems. In 1227 Pierre de Queivilliers, a Picard crusader,
was captured and held at the castle of Sayhun. He died before his ransom could
be arranged. Pierre may well have been held in a little cell halfway up the great
rock-cut ditch of the castle, for carved into its wall is a Latin cross: a pathetic and
rather personal reminder of the sacrifice of the Holy War.59
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2

MUSLIM RESPONSES TO THE
FRANKISH DOMINION IN 

THE NEAR EAST,  1098–1291

Yehoshua Frenkel

The Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem has been the subject of innumerable studies over
the years, resulting in a vast body of scholarship that covers a wide variety of sub-
jects, including pilgrimage, military clashes, sieges, economics, political relations
and contracts. For this reason, new contributions to the scholarship are only
warranted if, instead of being concerned with details, names and episodes, they
provide us with new insight. This chapter, therefore, neither narrates the history
of events or fighting nor engages in the historical reconstruction of the diplomacy,
commerce or ideology of the period. Instead, it explores several aspects of the
Muslims’ complex reaction to the Frankish dominion in the Near East as it
evolved over time, between the conquest of Jerusalem in 10991 and the fall of
Acre in 1291,2 in an effort to shed new light on the subject.

In recent years, jihadist discourse has succeeded in planting a simplified popular
visualization of the crusades within the mass media, as well as in some scientific
quarters. According to this discourse, the crusades were simply a conflict between
European intruders and Muslim freedom fighters: nothing more and nothing less.
Medieval Arab sources do not support this depiction of an assault on Islamic terri-
tory or an indigenous population fighting energetically to rebuff the Westerners.3

Modern authors often consult these writings in their research, selectively choosing
from already selective data and thereby painting an imagined picture of the past:
one of complete unrest and total jihad against the crusaders.4 Medieval Muslims,
however, were not familiar with this concept. In fact, the relationship between the
Franks and the Muslims of the Near East was far more complicated.

A careful reading of the medieval sources reveals that contemporary Muslims
competed with Frankish challenges through both war and ceasefire. The history
of these turbulent years is not a story of a comprehensive total conflict between
two colliding religions, but rather one of changing, multifaceted circumstances
and a shift from cooperation and détente to hostilities and killing. It is a saga of
war and peace, fighting and commerce, and antagonism and cohabitation that
lasted for two centuries. Moreover, local rulers employed jihad not as a slogan of
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total war but as a political instrument vis-à-vis rivals and enemies whom they
accommodated.

I do not argue that Muslim rulers and governors refrained from declaring jihad
or cynically pretended to participate in military efforts. Rather, my thesis is that
these local rulers understood the extreme complexity of the conditions in the Near
East and adopted an ad hoc reaction to evolving circumstances. Fighting was
viewed as the arena of professional soldiers and as such it did not constitute a total
war. This helps us understand how military encounters could be temporarily
halted for agreed periods of armistice. During such periods, commerce was not
conceived of as an obstacle to inevitable Islamic victory, just as merchants’
caravans were not regarded as an obstruction to knights’ sorties.

If we were to draw a map of the political realities of Western Asia in 1098, it
would certainly require more than two colours. The lands of the Caliphate were
disputed by the Sunni caliphs of Baghdad and the Fatimids of Egypt. Ethnicity
separated Turks from Arabs. In Syria, local warlords seized towns and districts that
were officially controlled by the Saljuq sultans. Moreover, long and complex
religious polemics divided the Eastern Christian communities into a mosaic of
denominations. These socio-political realities help us better understand not only
the Latin conquests, but the slow local reaction and the complex relations that
resulted between the Western Christians, the indigenous population and the
Muslim commanding officers.

During the twelve years between 1098 and 1110, the Franks advanced
southward, seizing the Syrian coast and Palestine. There is no indication, however,
that during these formative years local Muslim rulers and subjects developed a
comprehensive ideology of religious war (jihad). Rather, the institutionalization
of jihad against the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem and the organization of Muslim
society to combat the Christian enemy was a slow process. The construction of a
political and social discourse expressing a vision of total war against the Franks as
the enemy and the ultimate other proceeded hand in hand with the development
of territorial and social concepts. Organized propaganda enhanced the concept of
Palestine as an Islamic ‘Holy Land’ (al-ard al-muqaddasa) – a land that should
be reacquired from the hands of the infidels through a military onslaught on a par
with the early Islamic conquests. The reconquered lands would then be purified
and its Muslim inhabitants would adhere to the ‘true and unspoiled’ religion
disseminated by the Prophet.

This message was shaped by a long list of authors who, supported politically
and financially by the leading military commanders, composed poems, chronicles,
biographies, stories and literary works in other genres highlighting the virtues of
geographical locations and individual rulers. This literary production served as a
powerful tool in depicting an idealistic and unreliable representation of the past
and the fighting against the Franks. As we possess no contemporary Arabic
language chronicles, the historical reconstruction of the initial Islamic reaction to
the First Crusade is based upon later sources.5 These sources focus primarily on a
narration of the fighting, the victories and the defeats, and create the impression
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that war was the major story of the day. Some authors, including some who wrote
under the patronage of sultans who regarded themselves as commanders of jihad,
however, offer a more realistic picture. Their writings shed light on the actuality
on the ground, which was one of fighting side by side with commerce and nego-
tiations. In this way, these sources establish that the crusaders operated in a
divided arena and were met by multiple reactions.

While the Franks advanced southward from Constantinople to the Holy Land,
local Muslim rulers continued to quarrrel among themselves, perhaps indicating
underestimation of the danger of the Frankish assault. In fact, it is evident that
the confusion shocked the local population.6 Although it is difficult to reconstruct
Islamic public opinion during this period, it is abundantly clear that a declaration
of religious war against the intruders was not the immediate reaction of the
Muslims. Some local warlords even negotiated deals with the advancing Franks
(in 491/1098). For example, ‘Umar, the governor of ‘Azaz, handed his son,
[Mahumeth], over to Godfrey of Bouillon as a hostage.7

Nonetheless, it is plain that the Franks’ southward advance and the defeats
(nakba) they inflicted on the Muslims soon instigated panic among civilians in
northern Syria. As a result, a delegation from Aleppo was sent out to Baghdad to
call for an Islamic response to the Frankish threat.8 However, the alarm of the civil
population failed to convince their lord, Ridwan b. Tutush, to take effective action
and the Muslim relief mission frightened him even more than the advancing
crusaders did. As a result, he ordered that the gates of Aleppo be closed, thus
preventing the fighters dispatched by the Saljuq sultan from entering the city.9

Fatimid rulers of Egypt not only refrained from any rapprochement with the
Turkish officers that governed the cities and towns of Syria but launched an attack
on Jerusalem at the same time as the Frankish assault on Antioch. Moreover,
having long before established commercial relations with southern Europe, they
did not hesitate to dispatch diplomatic emissaries to the Frankish camp.10 Indeed,
commercial relations between Italian towns and Cairo began approximately one
century before the First Crusade,11 and political accord between the Franks and
the Fatimids of Egypt should therefore not be ruled out.

In his work on the vast area between the Atlantic and the Euphrates, the Arab-
Muslim historian Ibn al-Athir depicted a coordinated Christian onslaught on the
Abode of Islam. Contemplating the relations between Western Europe and the
lands of Islam, the well-known historian argued that the Christians endeavoured
to uproot Islam by advancing in two prongs simultaneously: one in Spain and one
in Sicily.12 Roger the Frank, who had conquered the island, prevented them from
attacking Tunisia and advised Baldwin, their ruler, to conquer Jerusalem. Ibn al-
Athir offered an additional explanation for the Frankish conquests: one of regional
conspiracy and betrayal. He claimed that the Fatimid rulers of Egypt were terrified
by the advancing Saljuqs and in response invited the Franks to conquer Syria.13

While it is possible to some degree to attribute this interpretation to anti-Shi’ite
misinformation, it should also be emphasized that the Franks were no strangers
to the Fatimids. Moreover, until the very final years of the Latin Kingdom, as 
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I will discuss in more detail later in this chapter, fighting and military expeditions
went hand in hand with communication, agreements and trade.14

Muslim chroniclers have suggested still other explanations for the First Crusade.
Al-‘Azimi (483–532/1090–1138), who was a child at the time, held that the
Franks attacked out of revenge. He did not portray them as anti-Muslim but rather
as pilgrims who had been prevented by Muslims from travelling to the Holy Land
and who had reacted by launching a religious war (ghaziya i.e. razzia).15 Moreover,
al-‘Azimi did not hesitate to employ objective technical terms to denote the
Christians, referring to the Pope as ‘the caliph of the Christians’; to the crusades as
jihad;16 and to the Christian warriors who conquered the Holy Land as hujjaj
(pilgrims).17

Baha al-Din Ibn Shaddad (539–632/1145–1239) was an eyewitness reporter
who served Saladin. Keen to portray his master as a great statesman and
commander, he composed a panegyric biography of the Sultan.18 Yet his eulogy
narrated not only the military and political achievements of the ‘great religious
reformer’ (Salah al-Din) but daily affairs, including joint Frankish–Muslim games
and the exchange of marriage proposals between the populations. These accounts
undermine an imagined picture of unbridled hostility and incessant religious strife.
With regard to the fighting around Acre (Sha‘ban 585/September 1189), Ibn
Shaddad recounted the following examples that demonstrate a certain amount of
fraternization between the rival armies:

The evening of that day a major battle took place between the enemy
and our people in the city, in which a great number were killed on both
sides. Similar conflicts went on for a long time and not a day passed
without wounding, killing, capturing and plundering. They got to know
one another, in that both sides would converse and leave off fighting. At
times some people would sing and others dance, so familiar had they
become over time, and then after a while they would revert to fighting.

During these encounters, he noted the following interesting occurrence:

One day the men on both sides were tired of fighting and said: How much
longer will the older men go on fighting, while the young have no share?
We want two young men to contend, one of ours and one of yours. Two
youth were brought out of the city [Acre] to meet two from the Franks.
They fought fiercely together and one of the Muslim youths leapt on one
of the infidel youths, clasped him in his arms and threw him on the ground
and took him prisoner, tying him fast to take him away. A Frankish man
ransomed him for two dinars. They said he really is your prisoner, so took
the two dinars and released him. This is a strange incident of war.19

During the Third Crusade, Baha al-Din Ibn Shaddad served Saladin and his
brother al-‘Adil. Recounting the skirmishes between the Third Crusade and
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Saladin’s army, the Sultan’s loyal secretary and his semi-official biographer begins
with popular curses against the Latin enemy. This did not, however, prevent Ibn
Shaddad from incorporating into his story what seems upon first reading to be a
work of literary fiction.20 After conveying to his reader how the bitter foes
negotiated a ceasefire in the midst of military operations in central Palestine
(1191),21 Ibn Shaddad offers a tale combining romance and deep animosity: a
medieval soap opera.22 The cornerstone of the agreement (qa‘ida) was Richard,
Coeur de Lion’s proposal that Saladin’s brother al-‘Adil marry his widowed sister
Joanna, whom the English King had brought from Sicily to the Holy Land. The
seat of their joint realm would be in Noble Jerusalem.23 Several later Muslim
authors repeated this story.24 For example, Ibn al-Athir recounted that:

Saladin moved his position to Latrun on Ramadan 587 (4 October
1191) and made camp there. The king of England sent to him, seeking
peace. A series of envoys came to al-Adil Abu Bakr the son of Ayyub,
Saladin’s brother, and it was settled that the [English] king should marry
his sister to al-Adil, that Jerusalem and the coastal land that the Muslims
held should be al-Adil’s and Acre and what was in Frankish hands should
be for the king’s sister, in addition to a kingdom she already had over the
sea, which she had inherited from her husband, and that the Templars
would accept whatever was agreed upon. Al-Adil submitted it to Saladin
who agreed to it. When this became public knowledge, the priests,
bishops and monks assembled before the king of England’s sister and
expressed their disapproval, so she refused to comply. Some other
obstacle was spoken of, but God knows best.25

Here, we are not concerned with the historical validity of this account.26 For our
purposes, it is sufficient to point out that contemporary Muslim authors were not
troubled by what their readers might have considered to be a dual attitude toward
the abhorrent enemy. The popularity of this episode in later Muslim chronicles of
the crusades attests to the fact that the Muslim reading public was even willing to
accept the option of inter-communal marriage as a valid strategy to end hostilities.

In a later chapter, Ibn Shaddad recounted the negotiations and the arrangements
that were agreed (587/1191). In this context, he cited the text of a letter attributed
to King Richard, who was said to argue that Jerusalem was the centre of
Christianity and claimed the return of the Holy Cross. A positive reply by Saladin,
he suggested, would make peace possible. The Sultan replied as follows: ‘Jerusalem
is ours just as much as it is yours. Indeed, for us it is greater than it is for you, for
it is where our Prophet came on his Night Journey and the gathering place of the
angels. Let the king imagine that we shall give it up.’27 Ibn Shaddad continued his
account of the event by reporting that, following the conclusion of peace,

The two armies fraternised and a good many Muslims went to [Frankish]
Jaffa in search of trade. A large host of the enemy came to Jerusalem to
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perform their pilgrimage (hajj). The sultan gave them every assistance and
sent escorts with them to protect them until they were taken back to Jaffa.
Many Franks did this. The sultan’s aim in this was that they should fulfil
their pilgrim (ziyara) duty and return to their own lands, leaving the
Muslims safe from their wickedness . . . Every day large numbers of them
were arriving, officers, men of middling sort and princes concealing their
rank. The sultan set about receiving honourably those who came. He
offered food, met them with an easy manner and conversed with them 
. . . [and] allowed them to perform their pilgrimage (hajj).28

Although some of these accounts may very well have been created for propaganda
purposes, they also appear to convey the realities of the twelfth century effectively.
Even though they depict the Frank as the ultimate other and the personification
of evil, they do not deny his religious faith and practice.

The Frankish conquest of the Syrian coastal plain, Jerusalem and the Galilee
resulted in armed clashes and chronicles offer frequent reports of the fighting
between the invaders and the ‘Turk’ rulers of Damascus, which provides the best
case study for the fact that the reaction by Muslim rulers to the new developments
precipitated by the arrival of the crusaders was not labelled ‘Holy War’ for several
generations. Moreover, the rulers of Damascus did not go to great lengths to
mobilize men, animals and material goods for the sake of the struggle. Pressing
demands, the burden of fighting, and tension on other fronts drove both parties
to seek temporary ceasefire arrangements, including muwada‘a (reconciliation),
muhadana (armistice) and munasafa (equal division).29

In his chronicle, the Damascene historian Ibn al-Qalanisi (470–555/
1077–1160) conveyed the terms of such armistice accords.30 The first pact (shart)
reached by Baldwin and Zahir al-Din Tughtekin (Toghtekin, 1104–28) divided
control over the Golan Heights (al-Sawad) and the mountains of Ajlun (Jabal 
al-‘Awf) between the parties. In addition, one-third of the harvest was to be given
to the Latin King of Jerusalem, one-third was to be given to the Turk (al-atrak)
rulers of Damascus and the remaining third was to be left in the hands of the
cultivators (502/1109).31

One year later, Tughtekin and Tripoli concluded a second ‘amicable settlement
. . . regarding their respective territories and to establish peaceful relations
(musalama)’. According to this agreement, the Franks were to receive one-third
of the agricultural produce of the Lebanese Plain (al-Biqa‘). They were also to be
ceded two castles in northern Lebanon, the inhabitants of which would pay them
an agreed annual sum.32 This truce broke down after a short period but was
subsequently renewed (in Safar 504/September 1110), this time by the ruler of
Damascus and King Baldwin, Lord of Jerusalem. The terms of this truce greatly
resembled the earlier agreement between the parties regarding the Golan Heights:
one-third of the agricultural produce went to the Franks, while the remaining
two-thirds were to be divided equally between the Muslims (i.e., the ruler of
Damascus) and the cultivators.
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A few months later (Jumada the latter 504/December 1110–January 1111),
this truce was followed by an agreement between Tancred, the regent of Antioch,
and Ridwan, King of Aleppo, by which the latter consented to pay an annual
tribute.33 In the summer, the truce collapsed and a crusader column advanced into
the Hauran. The raid, however, stopped at Sanamiain and the parties negotiated
a peace agreement and amicable relations (504/1111). Tughtekin agreed that
Baldwin would collect half of the annual agricultural yield of al-Sawad, the Jabal
al-‘Awf mountains and al-Jabaniya, and take control of meadows which were in
the hands of the Banu al-Jarrah Bedouin. This, it should be emphasized, was in
addition to the share of the harvest he was already slated to collect.34

The limited success of Mawdud of Mosul (murdered in Damascus, 1113) in
northern and southern Syria (1110–13)35 and the considerable damages to the
rural districts drove Tughtekin of Damascus and Baldwin, King of the Franks, to
conclude a new armistice (507/1114). Both parties aimed to restore agricultural
cultivation and secure the roads, and they swore to uphold the terms of the pact
faithfully and to maintain a sincere friendship. As a result, people travelled with
increased safety on the roads and the crops were harvested more efficiently.36

The following summer witnessed yet another rapprochement between the
Franks and a number of Syrian warlords. Alarmed by the advance of an expedi-
tionary force dispatched by the Saljuq Sultan, the Muslim rulers of Damascus,
Aleppo and Diyarbakir allied themselves with King Baldwin of Jerusalem, Prince
Roger of Antioch and other Frankish ‘devils’.37 The military operation organized
by the Sultan (509/1115) came to an end with the defeat of the army of Bursuqi
of Hamadhan.38

Amicable relations between Damascus and the Latin King continued until the
death of Baldwin, who was succeeded in Jerusalem by Baldwin of Bourcq. The
new ruler sent representatives to Damascus to negotiate the extension of the
temporary truce accord (512/1118). Although Tughtekin was ready to sign a
new ceasefire, he first demanded the annulment of the crop-sharing agreement
(munasafa) with the Latins.39 Shams al-Muluk Isma’il’s (r. 1132–5) account of
the attack against Banyas (527/December 1132)40 teaches us that the tradition
of mutually agreed reconciliation treaties (muwada‘a) between the Franks and the
rulers of Damascus continued, despite recurring violations of the terms of the
armistice (hudna) and friendly relations.41 The restoration of past treaties between
the old enemies stopped raids and reprisal raids.42

The close cooperation between the Latin Kingdom and the ruler of Damascus
resumed as ‘Imad al-Din Zangi advanced on the city. Facing this challenge, Mu‘in
al-Din Unur (who ruled Damascus between 1140 and 1149) agreed to take joint
action with the Franks against the intruders, and a formal treaty (ittifaq;
mu‘ahada) including solemn oaths (ayman) and mutual guarantees was signed in
534/1139.43 Although the Second Crusade (1148) and subsequent Frankish
raids were regarded in Damascus as a reflection of ill faith and disregard for the
hudna, Unur nonetheless endorsed a second truce agreement (muhadana).
Muslim historians have depicted this as a positive step taken by the Damascene
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ruler in response to a Frankish request to resume amicable relations (musamaha).
It was agreed that the truce would last for two years and the parties took oaths to
observe the treaty faithfully (544/1149). As a result, ‘the strife ceased and the
population on both sides of the border was eased in mind, satisfied with this
solution and rejoiced at its provisions’.44

The emergence of the Latin Kingdom did not precipitate a large-scale
migration of Muslims from the territory conquered by the Franks,45 though it was
accompanied by the mass murder of Muslims and a large wave of refugees.46

Muslims remained in their villages, although they abandoned cities during the
period of conquest.47 Most Muslim peasants and Frankish seigneurs established a
modus vivendi, and we have reports of only a handful of cases of immigrants from
the Frankish Kingdom. The best-known case of emigration (hijra) is that of a
Hanbalite community that deserted its villages in the mountain of Nablus
(Palestine) and resettled in the Salahiyya quarter (Damascus).48 These refugees
stand out for their active participation in the jihad propaganda of the time. At the
same time, as noted above, there is sufficient evidence to establish that most of
the Muslim villagers did not migrate.49

The Reaction of the ‘Ulama

The limited truces discussed above were not the only Muslim response to the
establishment of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. A military response followed
the early defeats, and Muslim rulers’ willingness to use force can be detected in a
variety of contemporary sources.50 That is not to say that inscription of military
titles on stone and other materials began with the Latin conquest of the Holy
land; indeed, two years prior to the conquest, the Fatimid commander al-Afdal
designated himself ‘the edged sword of the Leader of the Faithful (sayf al-
imam)’.51

Yet with the stirring up of the fighting between Muslims and Franks it became
increasingly evident that Muslim officers were keen to demonstrate their
commitment to jihad. To this end, they used various titles, such as ‘the illustrious
lord, the commander of the armies, and the sword of Islam’.52 These titles were
inscribed on walls, sewed into fabric, and engraved in wood.53 In al-Aqmar’s (the
Moonlight) mosque, no visitor could fail to notice the lines beginning with the
supplication: ‘Oh Allah, give victory to the armies of the Commander of the
Believers over the Polytheists . . . The illustrious lord, the commander of the
armies, the sword of Islam [ordered the construction of this building].’54

The practice of including military titles in inscriptions was not limited to the
Fatimids of Egypt.55 Another example of this self-adornment is an inscription
discovered in the mosque of Busra (Syria), which reads as follows: ‘The repair of
this mosque was ordered by the commandant, marshal (isfah-salar), the great
illustrious lord, the chosen commander . . . during the days of our master the
sovereign Zahir al-Din Tughtekin, the atabek, the sword of the Commander of
the Faithful.’56
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We can also trace a belligerent reaction to the Frankish challenge among
Muslim scholars as early as the first quarter of the twelfth century. Indeed, ‘Ali 
ibn Tahir al-Sulami (1039–1106) wrote a tractate in support of religious war
against the Latins as early as the turn of the century (in Damascus 498/1105).57

Al-Sulami was a Sunni Muslim scholar from Damascus,58 and his kitab al-jihad
was the first treatise on the Holy War written after the arrival of the Franks in
Syria.59 Recognizing that the Franks were fighting a jihad against the Muslims of
Syria, he understood their movement within the broader context of the struggle
between Islam and Christianity and presented their triumph as a symptom of the
moral and political decay of Islam.60

Al-Sulami also offered his audience the certainty of Islam’s future victory and
called on his fellow believers to unite and rise up against the Franks:

I say: ‘What I have mentioned illustrates that if there is a need to carry
out a collective action, it is the duty of all the community (fardan
wajiban)61 to partake in the fighting. That is the situation in which we
now find ourselves with the group that is currently attacking the Abode
of Islam . . . If the enemy surrounds a town, the obligation of jihad is
incumbent on all who are there, on whoever resides in the location.
None are exempted from these obligations except those with reasonable
excuses and impeding physical disabilities.’62

The Conquest of Syria, a pseudo-Waqidi historical text and popular tale that
circulated among Arab readers after the emergence of the jihad movement in
twelfth-century Syria, presented an approach opposing friendly relations with the
Franks. One chapter of this fictional work recounts the tale of the wife of Aban
ibn Sa‘id, who was killed by a poison arrow during the siege of Damascus (in
634).63 The widow, Umm Aban bint ‘Utba b. Rabi‘a, participated in the conquest
of Syria with her brother, joining the fighting after her husband was killed
immediately following their wedding (‘her hand was still painted with the nuptial’s
colour’). Armed with her late husband’s weapon, Umm Aban fought, ‘hoping to
join him, and praying that it will soon be’.64

Early manifestations of jihad

As we have seen, Islamic reactions to the Frankish conquests varied and at times
were contradictory, and there is no evidence to indicate that the concept of an
‘Islamic Holy War’ to repel the enemy enjoyed popular support in the years before
Nur al-Din.65 Moreover, contemporary Muslim sources do not suggest that the
local Muslim population viewed the conflict with the Franks as a total jihad
obligating the mandatory participation of all members of society. Gradually,
however, a different approach gained currency, reflected in early manifestations of
public protest that corresponded to the negotiations and truce agreements
concluded by the Syrian rulers and the Franks.
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A decade after the Franks’ arrival in northern Syria, a delegation consisting of
a sharif (a descendant of the clan of the Prophet Muhammad) and a group of Sufis,
merchants and jurists made its way to Baghdad to call on the Muslim leadership
to respond (504/Febuary 1111). Appealing for assistance, they demonstrated
loudly and disrupted the Friday prayer service at the Sultan’s mosque. The
following Friday, they went to the Caliph’s mosque and repeated their perfor-
mance, this time destroying the furniture in order to ensure that their message
was conveyed. This prompted the action of the Saljuq Sultan, who ordered
preparation for jihad against the infidels, the enemies of Allah.66 This public
outcry, and particularly the Muslim governors’ use of jihad slogans, reflects the
redeployment of traditional Islamic terminology in the political discourse of the
early twelfth century.67

Although, as we have noted, Zahir al-Din Tughtekin signed amicable treaties
with the Franks, he never renounced the option of military action against them.
Indeed, he was engaged in military manoeuvres simultaneous to his diplomatic
and political activities (which included military cooperation with the Latins). It
appears that he was interested in portraying himself as the successor of Mawdud
of Mosul, who achieved limited success in northern and southern Syria.68 In line
with this policy, Tughtekin dispatched letters to Muslim commanders, governors,
officials and chieftains, urging their cooperation in repelling the ‘malice of 
the accursed ones’. Similarly, Najm al-Din Il-Ghazi of Mardin and Aleppo69 sent
envoys to the Turkmen tribes, calling on them to fulfil the obligatory duty
(faridat) of jihad. Both commanders undertook (in 512/December 1118) to
devote all their resources to fight ‘the infidel enemy’ (mujahadat al-kafara), and
to unite for the succour of faith and for the rooting out of the ‘rebellious heretics’.
During the same period, Abu al-Fadl Ibn al-Khashshab (‘the wood merchant’, 
d. 1125), the Shi’ite judge (qadi) of Aleppo, became active in anti-crusade propa-
ganda. He joined the voices calling for the unity of Islam and for jihad against the
‘misbelievers’.

It is difficult to assess the popular influence of these slogans, but the Muslim
urban public appears to have reacted constructively. Furthermore, Muslim rulers
were unable to turn a deaf ear to these voices. This conclusion is supported by the
biography of Ibn al-Khashshab, who became a major political actor in Aleppo
following the death of the Saljuq Prince Ridwan (507/1113). Facing the pressure
of the Franks of Antioch, who had inflicted heavy losses on neighbouring Muslim
forces,70 Ibn al-Khashshab moved from words to political and military activity: 
he turned out in the battlefield in the Battle of Ager Sanguinis (the Battle of 
Balat, 513/June 1119).71 Although his contribution to the victory that halted the
Frankish advance was meagre,72 later Muslim accounts depicted him as a leader
who played a significant role in this encounter. He gained fame and was portrayed
as the ideal Muslim cleric, serving as a model for his coreligionists to emulate.73

The renewal of Frankish attacks drove Ibn al-Khashshab to put pressure on
Aleppo’s Christian population.74 His conceptualization of the struggle against the
Franks as a religious war between Islam (the Unitrans) and Christianity (the
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Trinities or Polytheists) was adopted over the following years by a growing
number of Muslim leaders. In this context, measures such as the seizure of
churches became a common practice.75

A few years later, a new round of fighting engulfed northern Syria. In one of
the battles, the Amir Balak, who emerged as a leading military commander in the
anti-Frankish war, was killed (Manbij 518/May 1124). The lapidary on his tomb
in Aleppo illuminates the ideological developments among Muslims in this
realm.76 The inscription opens with a Qur’anic verse:77 ‘Their Lord gives them
good tidings of mercy from Him and good pleasure; for them gardens wherein is
lasting bliss.’78 The second line begins with another Qur’anic verse: ‘Count not
those who were slain in Allah’s way as dead, but rather living with their Lord, by
Him provided,’79 and continues with: ‘the martyr,80 the commandant, the
deprived who needs his Lord’s mercy Nur al-Dawla (the Light of the Caliphate),
Balak the son of Bahram b. Artuq has been taken by Allah unto Him.’ In the lines
that follow, Balak is referred to as ‘the pride of the religion (i.e. Islam), the brilliant
sun of the army commanders, the sword of the warriors mujahidun, the marshal
of the Muslim armies, the defender of the Leader of the Faithful, the arrow of the
kings, the tamer of the infidels and polytheists’.

The assumption that Muslim public opinion only gradually became receptive
to the idea of jihad is supported by additional texts that were inscribed in various
districts of Syria and adjacent regions during the second quarter of the twelfth
century.81 These texts include military titles such as: ‘the defender of religion’ (i.e.,
Islam) and ‘the tamer of the infidels and polytheists’.82 An inscription on the wall
of a mosque in the Saruja market in Damascus reads:

Built during the days of our master, the most illustrious marshal, the
grand seigneur, the supporter of religion (Zahir al-Din; although an
epithet), the vigour of Islam, the upholder of the Caliphate, the noble of
the (Muslim) community, the pride of the people, the firmness of the
kings, the foundation of the officers, the commander of the armies, the
defender of warriors.83

According to an inscription on the wall of a religious school in Damascus, it was
constructed by ‘Mu‘in al-Din Unur, the majestic officer, the marshal of the armies,
and the manumitted slave of Tughtegin, the champion of jihad, the combatant
and warrior’.84 Similarly, a dedication at the entrance to the Bel Temple in
Palmyra reads: ‘This building was ordered by the chamberlain, the grand seigneur,
the one helped by Allah, the defender of religion (Nasir al-Din), the resource of
Islam, the sword of the caliphate, the prop of the kingship, the auxiliary of the
champions of jihad, the honour of the commanders, the glory of the armies.’85

An inscription at the al-Khidr Mosque in Busra (528/July 1134) conveys a similar
message, stating that the renovation of the site was ordered by Gumushtakin
(Gümüstekin, ‘silver auspicious’), ‘the spring of Islam, the trustworthy of the
caliphate, the arm of the community, the sword of the people, the crown of the
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commanders, the glory of the armies, the auxiliary of the jihad fighters’.86

Gumushtakin also used similar titles and designations in an inscription above the
window of a religious school he built in Busra.87

Expressions that illustrate the importance of a military role in the service of the
Muslims and the Caliphate are visible on other public buildings as well. A religious
school located on a street near the Great Mosque of Damascus was endowed by an
officer who boasted that he had done so during the days of the courageous and
fortunate (alp qutlugh) ‘sword of Islam, the warrior for the cause of religion
(mujahid al-din)’.88 An inscription on the minaret of the Great Mosque in Hama
states that the work was commissioned by the chamberlain Abu Ja‘far Muhammad,
who with excessive pride declared himself ‘the defender of Islam, the director of
armies’.89

These inscriptions and lapidaries reflect the thoughts and feelings of Muslims
at the time and reflect the popularity that jihad had achieved. The Syrian Muslim
elite regarded the act of leading an army against the Franks as a commendable
deed that endowed one with high standing, both among the masses and within
the religious establishment. At the same time, jihad ideology also eased agony and
facilitated the endurance of lamentation and death.90 Examination of the
chronology of these inscriptions reflects that the use of jihad slogans spread in
southern Syria concurrently with the advance of the atabek al-Malik al-Mansur
‘Imad al-Din Zangi in northern Syria.91 Political developments encouraged him
to interfere in Syria and seize Aleppo in 1128,92 and soon afterward he started to
exert pressure on the rulers of Damascus.93

Muslim reactions at their zenith

Although the history of ‘Imad al-Din Zangi in Syria falls outside the realm of this
chapter, it is nonetheless important to note that he made use of jihad slogans as
he tried to expand his realm. Setting out from northern Iraq in spring 524/1130,
Zangi invaded the territory of Antioch, routed the Franks, killed many of their
knights, and captured the fortress of Atharib.94 The historian Ibn al-Athir, who
was a great admirer of the Zangids, praised the decisiveness of his hero (‘the
Martyr’), arguing that Zangi acted after he had witnessed the extreme hardship
of the people of Aleppo and noting that he ordered his troops to be ruthless. Ibn
al-Athir concluded his account by saying: ‘I passed over this terrain at night in the
year 584/1188 and I was told: Until the present time many bones still remain
here.’95

Yet, despite his image as an anti-Frankish mujahid, Zangi still signed a ceasefire
agreement with the enemy. From the demolished fortress of Atharib, he travelled
to the citadel of Harim. The prospects of a military conflict with the Artuqids of
Mardin and Hisn Kayfa induced him to stop the anti-Frankish initiative and to
conclude a hudna with the inhabitants of the town of Harim.96 Zangi had a similar
reaction in the summer of the following year after returning to and besieging the
castle of Ba‘rin (Barin).97 Initially, he refused the Franks’ offer to surrender on the
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condition that he grant them safe passage and permit them to return to their lands.
Upon learning of the advance of a sizeable Frankish army, however, ‘circumstances
forced him to grant the besieged their liberty98 and he contracted an alliance (‘ahd)
with them upon the condition that they acknowledge his suzerainty (531/
1137)’.99 Several years passed before Zangi was able to achieve a major strategic
victory in the long struggle with the Franks and their allies in northern Syria. The
conquest of Edessa (538/1144) was a laudable compensation for past disappoint-
ments, shocking both the Franks and the local Christian communities.100

Governing Aleppo and endeavouring to seize central and southern Syria, Zangi
toiled hard to construct his image as an upstanding Muslim ruler motivated by a
strong desire to establish justice and fight the Franks.101 He ordered inscriptions
reflecting his self-image on several buildings. The earliest inscription in Damascus
that mentions his name reads as follows: ‘it was constructed during the days of the
champion of jihad, the fighter, combatant, defender of the community, subduer
of polytheists, and the exterminator of the heretics’.102 In a tour inside the town
of Baalbek, he is referred to as ‘the pillar of Islam, the commander of the warriors
in the cause of Allah, the vanquisher of infidels and polytheists, the aid of the
armies’.103 Similar jihadist titles were also employed by other officers in and
around Damascus104 and were included in several inscriptions on buildings in
Aleppo.105

These inscriptions serve as lucid indicators of the evolution of a new political
discourse in Syria. However, it should also be noted that, in addition to such
Islamic designations, the rulers of Syria used ancient Iranian and Turkish titles,
such as pahlawan-i jihan (the paragon of the world), khusro-i iran (the Caesar 
of Iran), alp (the courageous warrior), inanj (the trustworthy), qutlugh (the
auspicious) and tughril (falcon).106 This should not be interpreted as reflecting a
weakened commitment to jihad or the cause of Islam, but rather as evidence of
an emerging Islamic community that did not cut its ties with its pre-Islamic past.

In 1146, Zangi was murdered and his realm was divided among his sons, with
Nur al-Din Mahmud inheriting Aleppo and northern Syria. He took to the
battlefield soon after. His first goal was to force the Franks to withdraw from the
territories they governed east of the Orontes River (al-‘Assi). Eager to report Nur
al-Din’s achievements, Ibn al-Athir recounts a Frankish defeat at Yaghra.107 In this
context, he quotes verses by Ibn al-Qaysarani (d. Damascus 548/1153):

How should we not celebrate our praiseworthy (Mahmud) life, when the
sultan is the praiseworthy (Mahmud [Nur al-Din]) / and the sword of
Islam is only turned aside when the carcass of the Unbelief [Franks] is
cut in slices / Virtuous deeds are only found where the Light of Religion
(Nur al-Din) is present / How many a battle has he, whose day is marked
well by the infidel princes.108

Military achievements on the battlefield consolidated Nur al-Din’s position in
Syria,109 and Muslim detachments from neighbouring districts joined him.110
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Following the Frankish fiasco at the gates of Damascus (1148),111 Nur al-Din was
able to seize the city (549/1154), thus achieving one of his major goals in
southern Syria.112 With a firm grip on the reins of government in Islamic Syria,
Nur al-Din invested considerable resources in building a standing army and spent
additional capital on religious buildings and socio-cultural networks.113 Pious
foundations financed the religious establishment, which in turn expressed its
vociferous support for Nur al-Din’s jihad policy and plans.

Literary sources, particularly those written by his admirers, describe Nur al-Din
as a strict Muslim who fought tirelessly against the Franks and firmly established
justice and Islamic norms. Archaeological findings from this period also support
this image of the leader.114 Nur al-Din portrayed himself as the leader of the jihad
and directed a well-orchestrated propaganda campaign against the Franks, with
an idyllic image of Jerusalem presented as the goal and reward.115 Inquiry into the
three public fields of building, internal political measures and propaganda shed
important light on Nur al-Din’s policies and objectives. For example, inscriptions
on the buildings constructed under his orders (a total of forty-two) served to
spread his propaganda, his titles116 and his self-representation. In these inscrip-
tions, Nur al-Din is described as the champion of jihad (mujahid), the defender
of Islam (murabit), the knowledgeable (‘alim), the just (‘adil), the foundation
(rukn) of Islam, the partner (qasim) of the Caliphate, the crown of the (Muslim)
congregation (taj al-milla), and additional glorifying titles.

Nur al-Din reinforced his army by recruiting Kurds to join his Turkish sol-
diers.117 Investing considerable sums in religious institutions staffed by Iranians,
he encouraged the migration of scholars and Sufis to his domain.118 In addition
to the Islamic titles and warrior ranks, he held Persian and Turkish titles. The
inscriptions also refer to him as the subduer of the heretics, the potentate
(shariyar) of Syria, the marshal of the armies (isfah-salar), and a host of similar
titles that stress his commitment to fighting the Franks and establishing an
‘Islamic’ order.119

Based on the details presented here, we can firmly conclude that Nur al-Din
conceived of jihad not only as an anti-Frankish measure but as an instrument to
fortify Sunni Islam. For Nur al-Din, jihad was an all-encompassing social, religious
and military policy directed toward internal and external enemies alike.120 ‘Imad
al-Din al-Isfahanai (1125–1200) praised Nur al-Din as a leader who did not dwell
in cities during spring and summer but rather took to the fields to guard the
frontiers and to protect against ‘evil’.121 Nonetheless, Nur al-Din’s policies were
pragmatic. Despite his clear awareness of the importance of building up his self-
image as a mujahid, his victories on the battlefield did not prevent him from
signing an armistice and an accord of reconciliation (muwada‘a) with the
Franks.122 Truces with the Franks were envisioned as a conclusion of military
manoeuvres.

Although with the death of Nur al-Din in Damascus in 569 (14 May 1174) his
young son al-Malik al-Salih Isma‘il inherited the throne, the regent Shams al-Din
Muhammad b. Abd al-Malik ibn al-Muqaddam served as the de facto ruler. One
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of the first external threats he faced was the Frankish siege of Banyas, and his
solution was simple: he informed the enemy that Saladin would attack the Latin
Kingdom of Jerusalem and managed to conclude a ceasefire agreement, followed
by a hudna.123 In this way, ‘Imad al-Din al-Isfahani explains, ‘the sincere intention
to fight was replaced by shaking hands (musafaha, or concord)’.124

Ibn al-Athir, who was not particularly fond of Saladin,125 recounted that the
ruler of Egypt wrote to al-Malik al-Salih Isma‘il as follows:

The Syrian emirs only made peace with the Franks out of fear of him
[Saladin] and of Sayf al-Din Ghazi, the lord of Mosul for the latter had
already taken the Jazira lands and they feared that he would cross into
Syria. They considered making peace (sulh) with the Franks better than
having the one [Saladin] come from the west and the other [Sayf al-Din]
from the east, leaving them [Nur al-Nin’s officers] too busy to repel the
Franks (569/1174).126

The history of Saladin is one of the most popular topics in any crusades bibliog-
raphy,127 and for this reason we avoid dwelling on it excessively here. Instead, we
present only a handful of accounts that clearly illuminate the complex policy of
the Sultan, who alternated between temporary armistices and jihad.128 Saladin was
determined to build his public image as a moralist (Salah al-Dunya wal-Din
means Righteousness of the World and of Faith) and as the victorious combatant
who rescued Jerusalem from the hands of polytheists. He often represented
himself as the unifier of belief and the subduer of worshippers of the Cross.129

In letters to the Caliph’s court in Baghdad (577/1181), Saladin presented
himself as the true Muslim champion engaged on three fronts: against the infidel
Franks in Jerusalem, against the heretical Assassins (al-Hashashiya), and against
the rulers of northern Iraq (Mosul). In these letters, Saladin claimed that the
Franks were planning to attack northern Arabia,130 that the ruler of Mosul was
intriguing with the Franks and with the Assassins, and that he himself detested the
idea of concluding a hudna with them.131

Yet, practically, Saladin conducted a policy similar to that of Nur al-Din. In order
to focus on his internal challenges and subdue his opponents, he also concluded
several truces with the Franks132 and agreed to sign peace (musalaha)133 and
friendship contracts with them. In fact, until the second half of the 1180s, Saladin
hardly fought the Franks at all.134 Even on the eve of Hattin, he signed two truces:
the first with Raymond (1185) and the second with Guy de Lusignan (1186).135

Despite his awareness of the importance of propaganda and the construction of
his image, Saladin never changed his policy of alternating fighting with truces,
even after the conquest of Jerusalem. He appears not to have been puzzled by the
fact that his inscriptions and the writings of his courtiers and admirers depicted
him as an enthusiastic warrior for the cause of Islam. Similarly, the fact that he
never fulfilled the obligation of pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj) did not tarnish his
image as a devout Muslim.
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Commerce and collaboration

In the preceding sections, I have shown that the Zangid and Ayyubid concept of
jihad did not indicate an endless struggle between Islam and the Franks, but
rather referred to an ongoing political rivalry for hegemony against an enemy who
was envisioned by the Muslims not as an invader but rather as a competitor, with
whom a limited truce could be signed but no permanent peace established.136 The
commercial relations between the Latin Kingdom, the trading nations of southern
Europe and the forces that ruled over the Islamic Near East between the twelfth
and the thirteenth centuries shed important light on this uneasy reality in the
Eastern Mediterranean.

The Franks’ arrival in the Levant brought warfare to Anatolia, Syria and Egypt,
but the emergence of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem also encouraged an
increased presence of Western European merchants.137 Foreign merchants carried
out business transactions in ports and cities in Muslim-ruled Egypt and Syria.138

Amalfians,139 Venetians, Pisans, Genoese and other nationalities resided in inns
(fondaco/fondaci) built in Muslim ports.140 Moreover, the Muslim authorities
granted special privileges to these institutions and the merchants who occupied
them. An early example of this dynamic is the history of the Pisan merchants in
Egypt, who possessed an inn in Alexandria and obtained a permission to establish
a second in Cairo.141 In response to the Latin Kingdom’s siege and conquest of
Ashkelon (‘Asqalan) in 1153, the Fatimids arrested them,142 only to release them
one year later.143 An 1173 treaty between Saladin and Pisa reconfirmed the
presence of the Pisan merchants in Egypt. In a letter to Baghdad written in 1182
on Saladin’s behalf, al-Qadi al-Fadil informed the caliphal court that the Venetian,
Pisan and Genoese armies raided the Muslims from time to time, seizing them
and the merchandise they carried, but that ‘nowadays they bring to our land
weapons for the jihad and materials much needed for war’.144 Two years later,
Venice obtained an inn in Alexandria. Western inns were also established in Syrian
cities.

Such commercial relations between Muslims and Europeans illuminate the
complex reality in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Near East during this
period. Travel and trade continued side by side with Muslim–Frank ideological
division and confrontation. Armistice agreements ended bloody fighting, and
pragmatism was often favoured by the opponents.145 In successive accounts, Ibn
al-Qalanisi recounts two early examples of these conditions:

In this year news arrived that a company of travelling merchants, chaf-
ing at their prolonged inaction, lost patience and set out from Tinnis,
Damietta and Old Cairo with a great quantity of merchandise and
moneys. The Fatimid–Egyptian fleet was unable to go to sea, but they
took upon themselves the risk and set sail. They fell in with some
Frankish vessels and were captured, and merchandise and capital to the
value of more than a hundred thousand dinars were seized by their
captors, who held them as prisoners and tormented them, until they
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ransomed themselves by all that remained of their deposits at Damascus
and elsewhere.

On returning from Sidon, Baldwin marched to Ascalon, and made an
attack upon it. Its governor Shams al-Khilafa opened negotiation with
him, and a settlement was reached between them, the terms of which
were that on receipt of a sum of money from the governor, Baldwin
would retire and refrain from molesting Ascalon. Now Shams al-Khilafa
was more desirous of trading than of fighting, and inclined to peaceful
and friendly relations and securing the safety of travelers, and he levied
from the people of Tyre seven thousand dinars, to be paid to him in the
space of a year and three months. When the news of this reached al-Afdal,
the ruler of Egypt disapproved the governor’s action and bore him a
secret grudge [in Shawwal 504/April–May 1111].146

The Maghribi (Spanish) traveller Ibn Jubayr,147 who visited Egypt and Syria in the
days of Saladin, provided his reader with several eyewitness accounts that shed
light on the complex realities in the medieval Near East. In Tyre he saw a Frankish
wedding. Muslims were among the spectators who watched the bride’s procession
crossing the streets from the cathedral to the home of her husband.148 The
remarkable (‘ajiba) scene of Frankish caravans coming to trade in Damascus was
another picture that amazed him. In a well-known observation, Ibn Jubayr
reported:

One of the astonishing things that is talked of is that though the fires 
of discord burn between the two parties, Muslim and Christian, their 
two armies may meet and dispose themselves in battle array, and yet
Muslim and Christian travellers will come and go between them without
interference.149

He added that even during the period when Saladin was attacking Frankish
strongholds:

The caravans still passed successively from Egypt to Damascus, going
through the land of the Franks without impediment from them [Franks].
In the same way the Muslims continuously journeyed from Damascus 
to Acre [through the Frankish territory], and likewise not one of the
Christian merchants was stopped or hindered [in the Muslim territories].
The Christians impose a tax on the Muslims [merchants who cross 
their lands] which give them [the Muslims] full security; and likewise 
the Christian merchants pay a tax on their goods in Muslim lands.
Agreement (ittifaq) exists between them, and there is equal treatment
(i‘tidal) in all cases. The soldiers (ahl al-harb = les gens de guerre) engage
themselves in their war, while the civilians are at peace and most [of the
goods]150 goes to him who conquers.151
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We learn more about the complex relations between the Franks and the Muslims
in the medieval Near East from data on medical cooperation between indige-
nous and foreign patients and healers.152 Abu Sulayman Dawud was an Eastern
Christian who travelled from Latin Jerusalem to Fatimid Cairo. One of his sons
worked for both King Amalric and Saladin.153 The physician Muwaffaq al-Din
Ya‘qub worked in both Frankish Jerusalem and Muslim Damascus. While working
in Frankish lands he would wear the medical dress of the Franks, and when in
Muslim-controlled areas he would replace this attire with more typical Damascene
dress.154 Similarly, Theodore of Antioch was a Jacobite Christian who studied
medicine in Iraq and practised in the Latin territory.155

Conclusion

The Zangids, Ayyubids and later the Mamluks claimed to be the leading com-
manders of the Muslims, and the jurists who served them were certainly familiar
with the regulations on jihad that are stated clearly in the legal manuals. Early
‘Abbasid period jurists concluded that Muslims should declare defensive war
(jihad) in case their land is invaded156 and that they should reject truces offered
by polytheists.157 The jihad against invaders who have penetrated the Abode of
Islam and who threaten the life and property of Muslims is a duty that each
individual Muslim (fard ‘ayn) must carry out.158 Participation in jihad was
understood as the privilege of every free and mature Muslim man.159

The data presented in this chapter, however, paints a picture that is less
unequivocal. As we have seen, the Muslim leadership found ways to accommodate
their interests with the directives of Islamic canonical law and the realities in the
medieval Near East. The jihad against the ‘polytheists’/‘infidels’ Franks was
carried out primarily by professional soldiers (some of whom were slaves, or
mamluks).160 Participation in the military offensives on the part of civilian
volunteers (mutatawwi‘a) was extremely limited,161 and Muslim peasants hardly
resisted their Frankish masters. And while a lasting peace with the enemy who had
arrived from lands beyond the sea was inconceivable, temporary truces with the
Franks were common.

At Clermont (1095), Pope Urban sought to mobilize the Franks of Europe.162

In Cairo, however, the Mamluk Sultan Qalawun (678–89/1280–90) opted to
employ political rather than military tactics,163 and the truces he signed with a
handful of Frankish strongholds and European trading nations created nearly
normal relations between the parties.164 Al-Ashraf Khalil, Qalawun’s heir, was
engaged in securing his authority against his courtiers, military commanders and
governors, as well as in consolidating his rule over Syria. These internal political
challenges drove him to attack Acre in 1291,165 and his victory marked the end of
the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem.

The historical narrative presented in this chapter shifted, in accordance with
context and circumstance, between these two seemingly contradictory Muslim
approaches to the Frankish dominion in the Near East: the ultimate goal of war
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that is explicitly commanded in the Qur’an166 and the pragmatic needs of politics
and everyday life, which led Muslim warlords to conclude truces with the infidel
Franks.167
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3

ON THE MARGINS 
OF CHRISTENDOM

The impact of the crusades on Byzantium

Chris Wright

This chapter examines the role played by Byzantium in the crusading movement
and the effects of the crusade on Byzantine thought, arguing that the prevailing
theme uniting the variety of ways in which the crusades affected Byzantium was
the empire’s marginalisation. Central to the origins of the crusade, imperial
concerns were soon relegated to the periphery of crusading thought, while the
Byzantine reaction to crusading encouraged western Christians to regard the
empire as occupying an ambiguous position on the margins of the Christian
community. The crusades embodied a profound challenge to the imperial state’s
own notion of its special status in the world, and worked to undermine the
centrality of that state to its inhabitants’ conception of their own society and
identity.

As a force lending enhanced unity and definition to the peoples of western
Christendom as a group, and doing so through a common military enterprise on
behalf of Christianity to which the empire’s concerns were peripheral, from 
the outset the crusades disrupted the Byzantine idea of the world by implicitly
supplanting the empire from its claimed position as leader and protector of the
faith. This challenge to ideology and identity was vastly intensified by the
shattering impact of the Fourth Crusade. By ousting the empire from its capital
and dividing its scattered inheritors, and by installing Latin regimes and a Latin
Church hierarchy across much of the Byzantine heartland, it undercut the potency
and credibility of the imperial state as a unifying and defining force shaping the
identity of its subjects and erstwhile subjects. Such effects were deepened by the
final permutation of the empire’s relationship with crusading, as the pressure for
Church Union on Latin terms in return for military aid further complicated
loyalties.

This tendency to push the empire from centre to periphery was in large part a
product of the role it played in the crusading movement itself, being perennially
entangled in crusading affairs, but usually remaining on the margins of crusading
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endeavour, not being full participant, prime beneficiary, or principal enemy. As
the foremost Christian state of the eastern Mediterranean, Byzantium could never
be irrelevant to the crusading movement. This was particularly true while major
crusading armies continued to travel by land, crossing the breadth of the empire’s
territories and passing through its very heart, where the choke-point of the straits
brought all such expeditions into close proximity to Constantinople. Yet, though
the notion of bringing aid to eastern Christians molested by Muslims and to a
beleaguered Byzantium in particular played a formative part in the origins of the
crusading movement, the early emergence of the liberation of Jerusalem as that
movement’s principal goal pushed the empire to the margins. Rather than being
a central preoccupation of the crusades, Byzantine interests could thus only be
benefited by them in passing. Conversely, from the early days of crusading,
Byzantium was considered by some crusaders to be a suitable target for the
movement’s aggressive attentions, but this sort of central role also proved the
exception rather than the rule, despite the catastrophic impact of that exception
as manifested in the outcome of the Fourth Crusade. The oblique, peripheral
quality of the empire’s involvement with crusading accounts for much of the
complexity, ambiguity and volatility of the relationship that developed.

The tone of unfulfilled potential for a central role was set in the prehistory of
the crusade. In response to reports of the Turkish advance into Anatolia, Pope
Gregory VII in 1074 proposed to lead an army himself to drive back the Turks,
and to resolve religious controversies by securing agreement with a grateful
emperor and his Church en route.1 Such an expedition might have been better
tailored to Byzantine interests in Anatolia than the movement which actually
emerged two decades later, one focused on the defeat of the empire’s Turkish
enemies rather than the retrieval and defence of Jerusalem. It is, however, very far
from certain that the focus of the early proposals on assisting the empire against
the Turks would have been carried through into an actual campaign, had the pope
succeeded in raising an army and leading it to the East: already in Gregory’s later
letters on the subject the prospect of continuing as far as Jerusalem had raised its
head.2 Nevertheless, in their emphasis on opposing the Anatolian Turks for the
sake of Byzantium, and in the role of Church unity as an implicit quid pro quo for
such assistance, Gregory’s schemes represent the first appearance of a possible
alternative version of crusading which would flicker from time to time in the
shadow of the actual movement, but would not become reality until the eve of
the empire’s dissolution. The quietly menacing potential of a Latin army arriving
at the gates of Constantinople expecting a favourable ecclesiastical settlement
hinted at darker possibilities for Byzantium which would also be long in coming
to fruition.

In the event it was left to another pope to realise something resembling
Gregory’s schemes. The appeal for troops presented by Alexios I’s emissaries at
the Council of Piacenza was the spark for Urban II’s call for volunteers for a holy
war at the Council of Clermont, but it is also likely that the nature of the western
military response that was actually orchestrated by the pope took the emperor by
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surprise, in its scale, its character as a penitential pilgrimage and its adoption of
the conquest of Jerusalem as its principal goal. It has been argued on the basis of
the late thirteenth-century testimony of Theodore Skoutariotes that Alexios in fact
proposed in his appeal that the liberation of Jerusalem should be the expedition’s
goal, deliberately calculating on Latin solicitude for the Holy City to maximise
recruitment.3 However, this may well be an interpretation based on hindsight, and
it seems more likely that it was only after the appeal had been made that Jerusalem
emerged as a prominent component of the scheme. Probably Urban himself was
responsible for this crucial modification, although the earliest surviving account
of his speech at Clermont, that of Fulcher of Chartres, contains no mention of the
Holy City.4 It remains unclear whether the defence of eastern Christians against
Turkish aggression and the possibility of ecclesiastical accord played a larger part
in Urban’s original intentions and preaching than in the thinking of those who
responded to his call.5

Whatever its source, the establishment of the liberation of Jerusalem at the heart
of the movement that emerged ensured that its original trigger, the contest
between Byzantium and the Anatolian Turks, was swiftly and enduringly relegated
to the margins. Only the First Crusade had a major impact on the empire’s conflict
with its Muslim neighbours, and this was largely indirect. The crusaders’ haste to
reach the Holy Land effectively precluded lingering in Anatolia. Their victories in
battle and their help in capturing the Anatolian Seljuk capital at Nicaea weakened
the opposition met by the ensuing imperial offensive which reconquered the
western coastal plains of Anatolia, adding them to the northern littoral which was
probably already largely under Byzantine control.6 Crusader conquests also
facilitated the intermittent extension of imperial control over Cilicia, although this
was initially accomplished only by forcibly ousting the Latins themselves and
continued to be contested by them.7 However, the direct gains brought by the
crusade beyond Nicaea proved transitory, with isolated garrisons installed on the
central plateau but not heard of again and presumably soon regained by the
Turks.8 Thus the momentary successes of a crusading army in transit created a
window of opportunity for more durable imperial gains, but its swift departure
along the road to Jerusalem precluded the kind of direct and lasting conquests
later accomplished in Syria and Palestine. The capacity of such pilgrim armies to
transform the empire’s military fortunes was by nature limited, and subsequent
expeditions had a negligible effect in Anatolia.

Since the imperial concerns that had triggered it were largely incidental to the
crusading movement that emerged, the direct and concerted promotion of
Byzantine interests could only have been brought about by positive initiatives on
the part of the imperial government which would enable it to assume a leader-
ship role. Any such role could not realistically be secured without the personal
participation of the emperor in an expedition. During the First Crusade Alexios I
enjoyed opportunities in this regard which would not be available to his suc-
cessors. The empire’s reputation in the West had not yet been compromised by
the ructions arising in the course of that expedition and its aftermath. Imperial
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guidance and support were also of greater value to crusaders feeling their way
through an unprecedented venture far from home than to those who would
follow in the first expedition’s footsteps decades later. The role of such considera-
tions is reflected in the view of the historian Fulcher of Chartres, a participant 
in the crusade: ‘It was necessary for all to confirm friendship with the emperor,
without whose counsel and aid we could not have completed our journey, nor
could those who were to follow us on that same road.’9

The importance attached to Byzantine involvement was such that, despite early
scuffles and disputes, at Constantinople the leaders of the crusade invited Alexios
to assume command of their forces: ‘They reported that Bohemond, the Duke of
Lorraine, the Count of Flanders, and other princes besought Raymond to make
a pact concerning the crusade with Alexius, who might take the Cross and become
leader of God’s army.’10

Even after his failure to relieve the crusaders at Antioch, with its severe impli-
cations for relations between the emperor and the crusade leaders, they invited
Alexios to come in person to take possession of Antioch and to join their
continuing advance, albeit largely so as to absolve themselves of their obligations
to him should he decline.11 His failure to take up these proposals, while very
understandable, set the seal on the swift relegation of imperial concerns to the
margins of the crusading agenda and contributed to Latin suspicions regarding
the empire’s commitment to Christian solidarity.

Whereas Alexios declined the opportunity to put himself at the heart of the
crusade, his grandson Manuel I strove at some length to achieve that end, but
without any lasting result. His response to the Second Crusade, early in his reign,
was considerably chillier than Alexios’s cautious collaboration.12 Later years,
however, saw a sharp change of direction as Manuel sought to cultivate a rela-
tionship with the crusading movement that would secure a prestigious and
advantageous central role for the empire. Adapting the policies of his father John
II, he enforced renewed acknowledgement of imperial sovereignty over the
Principality of Antioch and perhaps extended this recognition of his overlordship
to the Kingdom of Jerusalem, through a combination of threat and military aid
against the Muslims of Syria and Egypt.13 Manuel apparently sought to extend
this line of policy through a fresh crusade summoned by Pope Alexander III to
establish firm Christian control of the land route to Jerusalem, clearing the way
for pilgrims and future crusading armies.14 That is to say, this time the targets of
the expedition were not to be the Muslim states of Syria and Egypt but the
Anatolian Turks, and its goal the extension of imperial territory. Without compro-
mising the ostensible focus on pilgrimage and Jerusalem, Manuel would be able
to redress in part the empire’s consignment to the periphery and exploit the
crusade as an instrument of imperial interests. If successful, this endeavour would
also have enabled him to place himself at the head of a crusading army, in the hope
of helping to counteract jaundiced views of the empire’s role in previous crusades.
In the event, the defeat of his solo offensive against Ikonion by the Seljuks at
Myriokephalon stifled the enterprise at birth.15 The potential to put Byzantine
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interests at the centre of crusading activity, in practice if not in theory, remained
unfulfilled.

Manuel’s efforts also formed part of a wider effort to rehabilitate the empire’s
reputation in the Latin world, which had suffered from the experience of the first
two crusades. Judging by surviving Latin assessments of him, Manuel seems to
have achieved some success in enhancing his own reputation, but not in negating
more general animosities. He attracted laudatory assessments from Latin writers,
but these tended to present him as a kind of honorary Latin, a ruler who favoured
westerners above his own subjects because he shared the Latin view of his people’s
vices.16 William of Tyre, a Latin prelate and historian from the Kingdom of
Jerusalem who had visited Manuel’s court, could move seamlessly from praise for
the emperor into a diatribe against his subjects:

During the reign of Manuel, beloved of God, the Latins had found great
favour with him – a reward well-deserved because of their loyalty and
valour. The emperor, a great-souled man of incomparable energy, relied
so implicitly on their fidelity and ability that he passed over the Greeks
as soft and effeminate and entrusted important affairs to the Latins alone.
Since he held them in such high esteem and showed toward them such
lavish generosity, men of Latin race from all over the world, nobles and
men of lesser degree as well, regarded him as their great benefactor 
and eagerly flocked to his court. As the result of this eager deference, 
his affection toward the Latins increased more and more, and he was
constantly improving their status.

The Greek nobles, especially the near kindred of the emperor, and the
rest of the people as well, naturally conceived an insatiable hatred toward
us, and this was increased by the difference between our sacraments and
those of their church, which furnished an additional incentive to their
jealousy. For they, having separated insolently from the church of Rome,
in their boundless arrogance looked upon every one who did not follow
their foolish traditions as a heretic.17

Thus high regard for Manuel in particular could readily be assimilated within, and
even employed to reinforce, disdain for Byzantium and its people in general.

Manuel’s concern with his image in Latin eyes reflects his awareness of the
potential for the empire to take centre stage in the drama of the crusade in a much
less welcome role than the one he sought to fill. Although present from the early
years of the crusading movement, this potential also largely eluded fulfilment for
some decades. The passage of large crusading armies through imperial territory
was invariably marked by sporadic outbreaks of violence. Even during the first 
two major crusading expeditions, long before the deepening of antagonism that
marked the late twelfth century, the possibility of capturing Constantinople was
discussed among their leaders.18 Within only a few years of the First Crusade 
the Latin case against Byzantium and its rulers as negligent and even actively
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treacherous in their response to the common Christian cause, a critique with a
long history ahead of it, had already been set out in its essentials.19 As early as
1107 Bohemond of Taranto was able to invade the empire at the head of a
crusading army raised by papal mandate and through a recruitment campaign
which had emphasised Alexios I’s alleged misdeeds against crusaders and espoused
the explicit aim of overthrowing him.20 This bears witness to the scope for
diverting crusading energies against the empire which already existed only a dozen
years after Alexios’s appeal to the pope and almost a century before the Fourth
Crusade.21

The detachment of the goals of crusading from the empire’s concerns con-
tributed greatly to the scope for hostility. The lack of compatibility between the
crusade and Byzantine ideology ensured there was never any prospect of the
empire or its people becoming committed to crusading on the basis of the
religious enthusiasm which fuelled the movement in the West.22 Policy towards
the crusades was therefore dependent on calculations of self-interest and imperial
prestige, and since Latin control of Jerusalem did not figure as a high priority in
this regard, the adoption of a detached and ambivalent stance was liable to be
commonplace. Had the empire become largely irrelevant to crusading it might
safely have stood aloof, but its geographical situation ensured that it remained
inextricably engaged. The conduct of successive emperors and their people was
under searching scrutiny on each expedition and the empire was expected to pull
its weight in supporting them. Hard-headed considerations such as safeguarding
the imperial capital and its Balkan provinces, the assertion of the empire’s right to
retrieve former territories, the wish to avoid exposing the emperor and his armies
to excessive risks far from home and the pursuit of diplomatic advantage in
relations with Muslim powers contributed to policies that attracted the resentment
and suspicion of crusaders.23 What might have seemed unremarkable behaviour
in the normal dealings between rulers was potentially dangerous in the context of
a movement whose proponents felt that such considerations should be set aside
for the benefit of a divinely appointed mission.

Perceptions of inadequate commitment to the crusade were likely to do much
deeper and more lasting damage to the empire’s reputation than they would to
any Latin power because Byzantium could much more readily be cast as a society
whose full membership of the Christian community was subject to doubt. The
cultural and religious divide between Byzantium and the Latin peoples, more
marked than those separating different western groups from one another, meant
that the empire was susceptible to being seen not as one more individual Christian
power alongside a range of other individual powers, but as a partially alien out-
sider alongside a single Latin community. The emerging ecclesiastical schism 
lent formal definition to this divide, while the friction arising from the crusades
entrenched the schism, hitherto a liturgical and diplomatic technicality. The
crusaders’ installation of a Latin Church hierarchy in conquered lands, expelling
eastern incumbents, and the maintenance in defiance of this of titular patriarchs
of Antioch and Jerusalem by Byzantium, began the rupture’s growth into a
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concrete reality.24 The sense of difference arising from religious controversy made
the empire the obvious choice of scapegoat when crusading expeditions went
awry, fuelling stories of treacherous Byzantine guides leading crusading armies to
disaster and emperors encouraging Muslim rulers to attack them.25 Such allega-
tions were both encouraged by and reinforced perceptions that the empire
occupied a position outside the mainstream of Christendom. They reached a
climax in the late twelfth century with the charge that the agreements between
Isaac II and Saladin amounted to an alliance to conquer the crusader states and
thwart the Third Crusade, bringing about Isaac’s efforts to bar the passage of
Frederick I’s army through Byzantine territory. The question of whether the
allegations against Isaac were well founded remains a matter of considerable
disagreement, but they were clearly consonant with the existing Latin critique of
Byzantium.26

From a Byzantine perspective, the perception among Latins that the crusade
constituted the common cause of Christendom implied the empire’s displacement
from the unique and central role it claimed in the Christian world. According to
traditional imperial ideology, the emperor held a unique divine mandate as the
pre-eminent worldly authority and the protector of the Church.27 A common
military enterprise on behalf of Christian society as a whole could be ordered and
directed only by the emperor. Besides the unpalatability of crusade theology, with
its violation of the taboo against clerical involvement in bloodshed, for the papacy
to issue a call to war on behalf of the entire Christian world amounted to a
usurpation of the emperor’s prerogatives.28 The emergence of the religious
schism, itself stimulated in large part by the grandiose claims made for papal
authority from the eleventh century onwards, may have rendered this challenge
to the empire’s idea of its own central place in the Christian world still harder to
accept. The fact that the crusades tended to marginalise the empire in the
leadership and defence of the Christian world was accidental but probably far from
fortuitous, considering the movement’s origins in the midst of the ideological and
material struggle for supremacy between the papacy and the western empire.

This was a troubling challenge in itself and also increased the likelihood of
conflict. Byzantine writers in the twelfth century insisted that the expedition to
Jerusalem was a cloak for the true aim of seizing Constantinople and overthrowing
of the empire. Thus Anna Komnene said of the First Crusade:

Peter [the Hermit] had in the beginning undertaken his great journey 
to worship at the Holy Sepulchre, but the others (and in particular
Bohemond) cherished their old grudge against Alexius and sought a
good opportunity to avenge the glorious victory which the emperor 
had won at Larissa. They were all of one mind and in order to fulfil their
dream of taking Constantinople they adopted a common policy. I have
often referred to that already: to all appearances they were on pilgrimage
to Jerusalem; in reality they planned to dethrone Alexius and seize the
capital.29
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The Second Crusade drew a like response from the historian John Kinnamos:

Normans and French and the nation of Gauls and whoever lived around
old Rome, and British and Bretons and simply the whole western array
had been set in motion, on the handy excuse that they were going to
cross from Europe to Asia and fight the Turks en route and recover the
church in Palestine and seek the holy places, but truly to gain possession
of the Romans’ land by assault and trample down everything in front of
them.30

The court oratory of ‘Manganeios Prodromos’ conveyed similar sentiments.31 This
conspiracy theory of crusading may reasonably be interpreted as being in part a way
of avoiding the implications of this challenge to imperial preconceptions. If the
crusaders’ supposed aims could be dismissed as merely a pretext for aggression
against Byzantium, the prospect of the empire being left on the sidelines of a
common Christian enterprise could be obscured and events construed instead in
the reassuringly familiar terms of barbarian conspiracy. The suspicions thus
encouraged were reinforced by an apocalyptic tradition of prophecies predicting
the downfall of Constantinople at the hands of western barbarians, which seems to
have had a particular influence on Emperor Isaac II through the influence of the
Patriarch Dositheos.32 If such thinking shaped imperial policy, some of the more
blatantly provocative Byzantine actions become more comprehensible, notably the
attempt by Isaac II to block the advance of Frederick I’s army through the Balkans
during the Third Crusade.33 This directly confrontational approach pushed the
German emperor into laying serious plans for the capture of Constantinople.34

Isaac’s willingness to risk provoking such a response can more readily be under-
stood if he believed that Frederick’s intentions were malign in any case. The
unwillingness of the empire’s rulers to accept the sincerity of an ideology and a
movement whose existence brought their own vocation and status into question
may thus have contributed to actions that threatened to turn the conspiracy theory
into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The empire’s relegation to the periphery of the crusading movement thus had
considerable potential to do it harm. Yet the precedent set by Bohemond in 1107
was not followed for decades, and this too was in part a product of Byzantium’s
marginal place in the movement. On each major land expedition some toyed with
the idea of attempting the conquest of Constantinople, but none ultimately went
ahead with a serious attempt. This was in large part due to the persistence in the
twelfth century of reluctance to turn the crusade against Christians, and the
widespread persistence of the belief that, whatever its faults, Byzantium remained
entitled to the protection of Christian solidarity. Though widely espoused from
an early stage, the case against Byzantium never secured universal approval in the
West, and suspicions and grievances arising from crusading never eradicated more
positive perceptions.35 However, the avoidance of outright hostility also owed
much to the compensations of the empire’s early displacement from the heart of
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the movement. One of the most powerful restraints on those interested in turning
crusading expeditions against the empire was the eagerness of participants to
complete their journey to the Holy Land and their preoccupation with aiding the
Latin position there.36 When Bohemond approached Godfrey of Bouillon in 1096
with a proposal to attack Constantinople, his urgings were rejected on the basis
both of revulsion at the idea of turning the crusade against Christians and of the
overriding priority of the expedition to Jerusalem:

When he had heard this legation from Bohemond the duke put off
making any reply to it until the next sunrise when, after taking counsel
with his men, he replied that he had not left his homeland and family for
the sake of profit or for the destruction of Christians, but had embarked
on the journey to Jerusalem in the name of Christ, and he wished to
complete the journey and to fulfil the intentions of the emperor, if he
could recover and keep his favour and goodwill.37

The Bishop of Langre’s similar suggestions to Louis VII during the Second
Crusade were opposed on similar grounds, as reported by the crusade’s historian
Odo of Deuil:

He [Louis VII] knows, and we know, that we are to visit the Holy
Sepulchre and, by the command of the supreme pontiff, to wipe out our
sins with the blood or the conversion of the infidels. At this time we can
attack the richest of the Christian cities and enrich ourselves, but in so
doing we must kill and be killed. And so, if slaughtering Christians wipes
out our sins, let us fight. Again, if harbouring ambition does not sully
our death, if on this journey it is as important to die for the sake of
gaining money as it is to maintain our vow and our obedience to the
supreme pontiff, then wealth is welcome; let us expose ourselves to
danger without fear of death.38

Frederick I’s swift abandonment of his preparations to seize Constantinople 
once Isaac II agreed to let him cross to Asia, despite the extent of the provocation
offered by Isaac’s previous actions, can be explained only by the centrality of
Jerusalem and the insignificance of Byzantium to the aims of Frederick’s expedi-
tion.39 The pilgrimage model of crusading diminished not only the movement’s
potential benefits to Byzantium but its potential threat.

While the conquest of Constantinople by the Fourth Crusade displays the
eventual failure of such considerations to save the empire, the earlier course of the
expedition shows that they had not ceased to apply. In his vain efforts to convince
the crusaders not to turn aside to Constantinople, Innocent III insisted that,
despite the chance of bringing an end to the schism, the defence of the Holy Land
was a higher priority.40 The diversion was brought about only in the teeth of
sustained opposition from large numbers of participants, many of whom left, or
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never joined, the army travelling on the Venetian fleet.41 Many others argued
against going to Constantinople and secured a guarantee that they would be
transported on demand to the Holy Land after the installation of Alexios IV
Angelos on the imperial throne, a pledge whose fulfilment they later unsuccess-
fully demanded.42 These crusaders’ objections to the plans of the army’s leadership
were once again based on a combination of opposition to targeting Christians and
opposition to diverting the campaign away from the Holy Land, a tendency which
had led even the original plan to direct the crusade to Egypt rather than Palestine
and Syria to be kept secret.43 The leaders argued for the crusade’s redirection on
the grounds that only by this means would the expedition have any chance of
going on to achieve its original aims, supported by the longer-term benefits for
the Holy Land which would accrue from a Byzantine regime dedicated to the
crusade.44 Just as Manuel I’s schemes to focus crusading energies on helping the
empire had necessarily been couched in terms of aiding the struggle for Jerusalem,
so the same argument was key to making the case for aggressive interference in
the empire.

The pact between the crusaders and Alexios Angelos presented another unful-
filled potential model for the intimate involvement of Byzantium in crusading,
one that subordinated the empire to the Latin agenda through formal and
enduring obligations to assist. This deal envisaged the empire not only contri-
buting vast sums of money and joining their expedition with ten thousand men,
but maintaining a permanent force of five hundred knights in the Holy Land.45

Thus the empire was to be permanently integrated into the crusading movement
as a source of funds. Such a model had been foreshadowed by the German
Emperor Henry VI’s attempt in 1196–7 to blackmail Byzantium into paying for
his own crusade under threat of invasion.46 These ideas may be seen as part of a
wider trend towards a more strategic approach to crusading, manifested also in
the emergence of Egypt as the prime target for expeditions. This shift undermined
the traditional centrality of pilgrimage as a model for the conduct of crusades and
broadened the geographical and methodological scope of what might be done in
the course of a crusade for the sake of Jerusalem, within the parameters of the
indulgence.47 It may in part explain why the arguments which had hitherto led
crusaders to reject the temptations of Constantinople failed to avert the diversion
of the Fourth Crusade, by reducing the emphasis on the journey to the Holy Land
and by encouraging a more pragmatic and calculating attitude to what might be
justified in the service of the cause.

The conquest of Constantinople and much of the rest of the empire by the
forces of the Fourth Crusade was not the product of a fundamental shift in the
nature of the dealings between Byzantium and the crusade from the long-standing
pattern of ambivalence to one of habitual enmity. It did however bring about 
such a transformation, for a time. Innocent III had repeatedly expressed his
opposition to the diversion of the crusade from its proposed destination to attacks
on Christian targets.48 Yet the apparent opportunities for fulfilling the ambitions
of the papacy opened by the capture of Constantinople were such that he
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exuberantly welcomed it as an act of divine providence for the purpose of sub-
jecting Byzantium to papal supremacy:

Moreover, in our age we see this in the kingdom of the Greeks, and we
rejoice in its accomplishment because He, who has dominion in the
kingdom of humanity and who will give it to whom He might wish, has
transferred the empire of Constantinople from the proud to the humble,
from the disobedient to the obedient, from schismatics to Catholics,
namely from the Greeks to the Latins. Surely, this was done by the Lord
and is wondrous in our eyes. This is truly a change done by the right
hand of the Most High, in which the right hand of the Lord manifested
power so that He might exalt the most holy Roman Church while 
He returns the daughter to the mother, the part to the whole, and the
member to the head.49

The establishment of a Latin hierarchy in the core of the empire, existing in
parallel with a Byzantine hierarchy in exile headed by the patriarch at Nicaea, fully
consummated the schism between East and West, completing the process which
had begun with the installation of a Latin hierarchy in Syria and Palestine.50

However, the papacy maintained hopes that it would bring that rupture to an end,
through the exertion of authority by the new Latin masters of erstwhile imperial
territories and churches on the population under their control. Such hopes led the
papacy to take up the cause of the Latin Empire, promoting a series of crusading
projects to defend it against the counter-attacks of the Byzantine successor states
and, after its dissolution, to attempt to re-establish it.51 These intermittent efforts
were interspersed with attempts to bring about Byzantine submission to papal
authority by diplomacy; the main incentive for imperial involvement in such
negotiations was the prospect of an end to crusading hostility as a reward for
imperial compliance.52 This pattern reached its climax with the Union of Lyon of
1274, by which Michael VIII conceded all papal demands so as to forestall the
crusading plans of Charles of Anjou, but which was rendered a dead letter by his
failure to convince his subjects to accept the terms of the settlement.53 By raising
up a Latin alternative to supplant Byzantium, the Fourth Crusade for the time
being largely resolved the ambiguity of the empire’s position from the perspective
of crusading, casting it clearly in the role of a defiant renegade which must be
induced to submit or destroyed. Thus crusades finally appeared which placed
Byzantium centre-stage, but with the aim of crushing rather than supporting it.

Yet, despite this transformation, the empire still did not assume a central place
in the crusading movement in the eastern Mediterranean as a whole, in large part
due to the abandonment of the land route for armies travelling to the Holy Land.
Ironically, the geographical situation which had kept the empire inextricably
entangled with the crusade even while it remained peripheral to the crusading
agenda, and which had therefore been responsible for much of the resulting
friction, lost most of its force just before the Fourth Crusade turned that friction
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into open antagonism and made Byzantium a direct target of crusading. Had such
sustained conflict broken out in the twelfth century, Latin states contending for
the Byzantine inheritance would have been able to draw on subsequent crusading
expeditions for support, as armies going to the Holy Land would have passed
through the heart of the combat zone. In the event they bypassed it entirely.
Thus, rather than being a source of strength for the Latin Empire, the cause of
regaining or retaining Jerusalem became a competitor with the struggle to hold
or retake Constantinople, and one whose capacity to attract attention and
resources was unsurprisingly more powerful. The Latin emperors and the popes
on their behalf, like Manuel I before them, sought to channel the crusading
energies focused on Jerusalem into serving their own aims by arguing for the
benefits of clearing the land route to Syria, but this argument had little impact
now that that route had fallen into disuse.54

The fourteenth century saw a reversion from hostility between Byzantium and
the crusade to a new form of the old uneasy and conditional cooperation, in which
for the first time crusading goals coincided closely with the empire’s own con-
cerns. As a result of the installation of Latin regimes in what had been the empire’s
territorial core by the Fourth Crusade, and of the collapse of the empire’s defences
against the Turkish advance which the Latin onslaught facilitated, Byzantium and
the Latins came for the first time to share a common front against a common
Muslim foe, the Anatolian Turks. The threat from that enemy steadily escalated
in the course of the fourteenth century, while the extinction of the Latin states in
the Holy Land in 1291 had dramatically reduced that region’s competing draw
on crusading energies. The resultant realignment of the crusading movement in
the eastern Mediterranean was not the product of major shifts in thinking. As the
writings of contemporary crusade theorists show, the recovery of Jerusalem
remained central to the crusading imagination, but it became steadily clearer that
such an undertaking could not be seriously contemplated without first over-
coming the Turkish threat.55 Similarly, the crusade against Byzantium was not so
much ideologically discredited as pragmatically recognised as being a frivolous
irrelevance, as the empire withered and Turkish power blossomed ever more
brightly in its stead. Theorists continued for a time to present plans for the
conquest of Constantinople and the subjection of the eastern Christians to the
Church of Rome by force, but the priority of opposing the Turks consigned such
notions to the same realm of abstraction as the recovery of Jerusalem.56 Serious
planning for a restoration of the Latin Empire came to an end with the abortive
projects of Charles of Valois, which were effectively abandoned around 1309.57

The empire’s quiet transformation from enemy to ally was signalled in 1332 by
the formation under papal auspices of a Christian league against the Anatolian
Turks which included Byzantium.58 In the wake of the final revival of thirteenth-
century-style crusading – King Peter of Cyprus’s 1365 invasion of Egypt – Pope
Urban V urged Count Amadeo of Savoy, who was too late to join the campaign
against the Mamluks, to redeem his vow by assisting his cousin Emperor John V
against the Turks.59 More than two and a half centuries after Alexios I’s appeal for

C H R I S  W R I G H T

66



help, for the first time crusaders set out with the defence of Byzantium as their
primary goal and as a task considered sufficient in itself for participants to receive
a crusade indulgence.

Even so, the potential scope for crusading for the empire’s sake remained
largely unfulfilled. Amadeo’s modest enterprise brought more direct benefit to the
empire than any other crusading expedition since the First Crusade, retrieving the
key strategic position of Gallipoli from the Ottomans and Sozopolis, Anchialos
and Mesembria from the Bulgarians.60 Nevertheless, its small scale precluded any
lasting transformation of the empire’s dire situation, and it was to have no succes-
sors for thirty years. The intractable obstacle of the schism impeded prospects 
for crusading in the empire’s defence, with the papacy insisting on religious
submission as a quid pro quo for serious military aid.61 In prompting Amadeo to
assist John V, Urban had been encouraged by John’s diplomatic approaches
regarding Church Union, and he made clear to John the connection between such
help and progress towards Union.62 The help Amadeo brought enabled the count
to negotiate an agreement from John to travel to Rome and make a personal
submission to the pope, a pledge he fulfilled in 1369, with an undertaking to work
for the reconciliation of his people to the papal position.63 For decades, however,
this remained the furthest that any emperor was willing to go in the face of the
baleful precedent of the Union of Lyon.

Byzantium received the support of another limited crusading expedition under
Marshal Boucicault in 1399.64 Yet, despite the strategic importance and imperilled
condition of Constantinople, no sizeable crusade was dispatched to save it from
the Turks. The disastrous crusade of Nikopolis in 1396 was an enterprise on a
large scale which definitively confirmed the establishment of opposition to the
Ottomans at the heart of the declining crusading movement, in practice though
not in theory taking the place of the conquest of the Holy Land.65 Through the
following three centuries, as long as the embers of the crusade continued to 
glow, turning back the advance of ‘the Turk’ would be the movement’s main
preoccupation.66 However, the expedition was prompted largely by the arrival of
Ottoman armies at the frontiers of Catholic Hungary, rather than by any accep-
tance of Byzantium’s full entitlement to Christian solidarity on the part of the
Latin West.67 Only when John VIII and his prelates finally submitted to papal
demands at the Council of Ferrara-Florence in 1438–9 did the papacy preach, for
the first and last time, a full-scale crusade whose central goal was the defence of
the state whose appeal to the papacy for military support had initiated the
crusades.68 Less than a decade after the failure of the ensuing crusade of Varna in
1443–4 the prospect of any further cooperation between Byzantium and the
crusade was curtailed by the empire’s extinction.

By its very existence the crusade constituted a challenge to the traditional view
of the world promoted by the Byzantine state, the early effects of which were
already discernible in the twelfth century. It is at times difficult to distinguish
clearly the contribution of the crusades to these changes from that of other causes,
particularly of other aspects of the growing importance of Latin civilisation.
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However, the emergence in Byzantium of the very idea that such a civilisation
existed, and hence the impact of thinking about it, was probably strongly influ-
enced by the early crusades. The late eleventh and twelfth centuries saw a striking
transformation of the ethnic categorisation used by Byzantine writers. For the 
first time it became common to refer to ‘Latins’, a group embracing all western
Christians, rather than speaking only of particular peoples, on the one hand, or of
undifferentiated barbarians, on the other. Alternative terms used interchangeably
for this western Christian bloc by individual writers included ‘Franks’, ‘Italians’
and ‘Celts’, the first two of which also continued to be used in their more specific
senses.69 While this shift had begun before the First Crusade, it is reasonable to
suppose that the spread of this new perception was closely connected with the
unprecedented passage through the empire of huge hosts of people from a range
of different western peoples all in cooperative pursuit of a common goal, at the
instigation of a single authority. Thus, if thinking and policy in the empire’s later
centuries were increasingly dominated by a ‘Latin question’, it was probably the
crusades, in combination with the ecclesiastical schism, which first led the elite of
Byzantium to ask it.

The idea of the Latins as a coherent bloc represented in itself a significant
complication of the Byzantine view of the world. Since imperial ideology asso-
ciated adherence to Christianity with civilisation and with acknowledgement of
the empire as the one legitimate temporal authority established by God, the
existence of independent Christian rulers beyond the reach of imperial direct rule
or even indirect hegemony would always be problematic. However, as long as they
could be looked on and dealt with as individual peoples, their presence did not
greatly unsettle the imperial outlook. The empire could still be seen without too
much difficulty as the centre of the temporal world, with a profusion of barbarian
peoples ranged around it, some more deferential to imperial authority than others.
The recognition of the Latins as a large and assertive group of self-governing
Christian societies united by cultural and religious affinities, which separated them
from the empire and its people, made it possible to regard the Christian world as
being split down the middle. The scale of the western Christian world, the status
of its religious hierarchy, its growing wealth and sophistication and its increasingly
pervasive presence in the eastern Mediterranean meant that it could not simply be
dismissed or ignored. It would come to be seen as a contrasting counterpart to
Byzantium, comparison with which increasingly defined the empire’s rulers’ and
subjects’ idea of themselves. Such thinking differed markedly from traditional
ideas of the empire which defined it against generic barbarians and heathens. This
implicitly compromised its leaders’ conviction of their own central place in the
world.

While the mere existence of the crusade exerted a disquieting effect on the
comforting assumptions of conventional Byzantine thought, the disaster inflicted
on the empire by the Fourth Crusade exponentially increased this disturbance.
The conquest of Constantinople deprived the empire for more than half a century
of the capital which had enjoyed an exceptionally preponderant place in the
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politics, government, economy, culture and ideology of the state over which it
presided. In the regions where Latin rule was not established, it led to the frag-
mentation of authority between a number of successor states laying claim to the
Byzantine inheritance. This stark transformation of material circumstances natu-
rally had its impact on ideas, which is reflected both in the writings of members
of the imperial elite and in such evidence as is available for the thinking of the
wider population, both in the territories retained or regained by the successor
states and those held by the Latins. The Roman state had hitherto played a central
part in the identity of its people. Loyalty to the emperor and recognition of his
unique status as the earthly reflection of divine monarchy, recognition of the New
Rome as the political centre of the world, adherence to Roman law and a sense of
superiority over ‘barbarian’ outsiders on account of citizenship of the state which
defined civilisation were all qualities associated with the state which played a part
in defining the ways in which its people, and the educated elite in particular, saw
themselves.70 The credibility of the imperial state and of a sense of identity derived
from it was severely impaired by the results of the Fourth Crusade.71 The existence
of multiple durable regimes laying claim to the imperial title, none of which
possessed the capital, severely undermined the notion of a unique and indivis-
ible empire. The rulers in Nicaea were able in time to induce their rivals at
Thessalonike to renounce the imperial title and then to retake Constantinople
from the Latins, while convincing the rulers at Trebizond, although still calling
themselves emperors, to abstain from claiming the Roman imperium, as such.72

Yet, even after this, the picture continued to be complicated by the enduring
presence of independent states which were just as clearly part of the Roman
tradition as the restored Byzantine Empire. The resilience of the successor state
in Epiros in the face of the onslaughts of Nicaean and Byzantine emperors bears
witness to its rulers’ ability to make a more convincing appeal to the loyalty of
those in their own area than the ‘legitimate’ emperor in Constantinople.73

Even in the highest circles of imperial government, the disaster of the fall of
Constantinople severely undermined confidence in the conventional ideological
scheme, while the empire’s reduced strength placed increased practical constraints
on its ability to assert the grandiose claims of former centuries. This tendency was
particularly pronounced during the decades when Constantinople was in the
hands of the Latins. The Nicaean emperors gave up elements of the grandiose
symbolism of imperial diplomatic, replacing chrysobulls – with their golden seals
and ideological preambles – with more modest documents. Such changes were
often confined to the period of exile, being reversed by Michael VIII after retaking
the capital.74 In some regards, however, the quiet adoption of a more modest
approach to customary imperial pretensions endured. For instance, after 1204 the
documents granting privileges to Latin commercial communities were no longer
presented as unilateral and magnanimous acts of beneficence by the emperor but
as reciprocal treaties between independent powers.75 By the fourteenth century
imperial writers such as Theodore Metochites had come to doubt the traditional
view that the empire had a special place in sacred history and would endure until

I M P A C T  O F  T H E  C R U S A D E S  O N  B Y Z A N T I U M

69



the Last Days, considering instead that it was subject to the same mundane pro-
cesses of rise and decline as other polities.76

A loss of confidence and revision of preconceptions are also reflected in
Byzantine perceptions of the crusade itself. This transition is reflected in the work
of Niketas Choniates, the principal Byzantine historian of the late twelfth and early
thirteenth centuries, which represents a considerable departure from the approach
taken by his predecessors, and particularly so in its treatment of the crusades
themselves. Earlier historians had presented the leading crusaders as engaged in a
duplicitous enterprise whose real purpose was the conquest of the empire, a goal
for which their ostensible aim was merely a disguise. Whether or not these writers
actually believed in this portrayal of events, it satisfied the requirements of imperial
ideology and self-regard. It placed the empire at the heart of affairs, diverting
attention from the marginalisation of the empire and its role as defender of the
Christian world which was implicit in the nature of the crusade, with its papal
authorisation, largely Latin participation and focus on the Holy Land. It enabled
the cautious and calculating response of Alexios and Manuel to the expeditions to
be presented as a masterful and successful deflection of Latin intrigues which had
preserved the empire from barbarian scheming.77 Thus it directed the reader away
from the kind of interpretation which commended itself all too readily to Latin
observers, in which the empire was seen as at best a negligent ally and at worst 
a traitor to the Christian cause.78 The late twelfth century saw open warfare 
against the crusading army of Frederick I, the conquest of Cyprus by Richard I of
England and the extortionate ultimatum of Henry VI. Finally came the crowning
catastrophe of the Fourth Crusade. These events might reasonably have been
interpreted by Byzantine observers as definitive confirmation of this conspiracy
theory of crusading. However, this is not the impression which emerges from
Choniates, who wrote his history during the reign of Alexios III (1195–1203)
and extensively revised it in the years after 1204.79 In his case the bruising
experience of these years would seem rather to have had the countervailing effect
of shattering complacency and initiating a more jaundiced assessment of the
flattering illusions that had underpinned earlier accounts. Choniates readily
attributed the outcome of the Fourth Crusade to a premeditated plot, though he
did indicate that the crusaders were actually on their way to Palestine before being
recruited into a scheme hatched by the Doge of Venice, Enrico Dandolo.80 When
dealing with previous crusading expeditions, however, Choniates diverged sharply
from the interpretations of earlier imperial writers. The sincerity of the crusaders’
avowed intentions and the religious character of their motivations was frankly
acknowledged in his treatment of the expedition during the Second Crusade of
Louis VII, to whom he gave a stirring speech suggesting a sympathetic grasp of
crusading ideology.81 He went still further in the case of Frederick I, whose
integrity Choniates passionately affirmed:

He was a man who deserved to enjoy a blessed and perpetual memory
and justly to be deemed fortunate in his end by prudent men, not only
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because he was wellborn and ruled over many nations as an heir of the
third generation but also because his burning passion for Christ was
greater than that of any other Christian monarch of his time. Setting
aside fatherland, royal luxury and repose, the worldly happiness of
enjoying the company of his loved ones at home, and his sumptuous way
of life, he chose instead to suffer affliction with the Christians of Palestine
for the name of Christ and due regard for his life-giving tomb.82

Writing later in the thirteenth century, George Akropolites took this shift in
perspective a step further. He did not even ascribe premeditated ill-intent to the
leaders of the Fourth Crusade, instead presenting the coming of the expedition
to Constantinople not as its intended course but as a diversion brought about by
the blandishments of the young Alexios Angelos. He attributed the subsequent
breakdown of relations between the crusaders and Alexios to the latter’s failure to
fulfil the commitments he had made, and blamed the final escalation of conflict
that brought about the fall of the city on the crusaders’ rage at the murder of their
estranged protégé by Alexios Doukas Mourtzouphlos, exacerbated by the ill-
judged expulsion of the Latin population of Constantinople by the Byzantines.83

There is no assertion here of the kind of nefarious intent diagnosed by twelfth-
century Byzantine historians in their assessment of earlier crusades, despite the
seemingly far stronger foundation for such suspicions in the overall course of
events. Thus, the evidence of historiography suggests that far from conventional
distrust of proclaimed crusading motives being entrenched by the Fourth
Crusade, the blow to imperial confidence and conceit inflicted by the disaster
encouraged the open espousal of interpretations which took the crusaders at their
word, acknowledging the possibility that Byzantium might have only a tangential
importance in Latin thinking. The demise of the insistence that such a grand
military undertaking among the ‘barbarians’ must be directed at seizing the
empire of the Romans, the supreme earthly prize, is expressive of a marked retreat
from traditional convictions about the empire’s centrality in the affairs of the
world.

The work of Byzantine writers from the period after the Fourth Crusade also
reveals wider adjustments in the way in which outsiders were perceived, and thus
in ideas of the empire and its people themselves in contradistinction to foreigners.
From the thirteenth century the characterisation of outsiders as barbarians,
hitherto a commonplace in Byzantine writing, became rarer. This terminology
and the rehearsal of the associated stereotypes remained in frequent use only to
denote the Turks and other non-Christian peoples. Strikingly, in so far as it was
still used to describe Christian peoples, it was usually the Bulgarians and other
Orthodox Slavic neighbours of the empire who were so labelled, not the Latins.84

The bitterness generated by the sack of Constantinople might reasonably have
been expected to deepen the association of the Latins with the wanton destruc-
tiveness of the barbarian. Yet the Fourth Crusade seems to have been followed by
a widespread shift in perceptions removing the Latins from the barbarian category.
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This was presumably a further ramification of the shattering of reassuring assump-
tions. The category of barbarian ceased to be a generalised designation for foreign
peoples, whose disorderly and brutish life was set in contrast to the steadiness and
refinement of a civilisation definitively linked to the imperial state, perhaps because
Byzantine writers could no longer sustain the complacent conviction of superior-
ity, sincere or affected, that had allowed the perpetuation of this traditional 
image. Barbarism became a largely religious category, while non-Roman Christian
peoples were implicitly allowed within the civilised pale, although reservations
remained with regard to the empire’s long-standing northern neighbours, on
whom Byzantine writers had piled a thick layering of scorn in more confident
times. Thus the process of undermining the image of a unique, civilised empire
surrounded by a scatter of barbarian peoples which had begun with the identi-
fication of the Latins as one group was extended.

As the efficacy and credibility of the state and of conventional perceptions of it
were undermined, other sources of authority and bases for identity became
increasingly important. The status of the Church hierarchy, and of the Patriarch
of Constantinople in particular, as an object of loyalty and a source of authority
was increased. Unlike the empire, the patriarchate did not see its adherents
lastingly divided among rival lines of claimants to the throne. As the strength and
status of the empire dwindled, the reach of Church and patriarchate remained
relatively intact, so that emperors increasingly leaned on the authority of the 
clergy to bolster their own legitimacy and standing. This is found, for example, in 
the ceremonial of imperial accession. The imperial acclamation of Theodore
Komnenos Doukas in Thessalonike in 1224–5 substituted the clergy for the
people as acclaiming the emperor alongside the senate and army, while his rivals
in Nicaea were anointed by the patriarch, an apparent novelty in Byzantine
ceremonial.85 By the fourteenth century clerics were taking part in the ceremony
of raising the new emperor on a shield for acclamation, traditionally performed 
by soldiers.86 The famous letter of Patriarch Antonios IV to the Grand Duke of
Moscow, in which he condemned the latter’s decision to cease ceremonial
acknowledgement of the emperor and restated the traditional ideology of imperial
authority, eloquently symbolises the role of the Church in bolstering the battered
credibility of the empire.87 While the Church willingly provided its support in 
this regard, the need for such help shows the diminished efficacy of the empire’s
ideological arsenal, and its increased dependence on clerical endorsement reflects
the extent to which the Church had filled the void opened by the empire’s fading
lustre. This shift in the balance of power gave rise to more assertive and grandiose
expressions of the standing of the ecclesiastical establishment in relation to
imperial authority.88

The period after the Fourth Crusade also saw an increased emphasis being
placed, at least among the educated elite, on the cultural inheritance of ancient
Greece as a focus of self-identification. In a trend that had its beginnings in the
eleventh century but was greatly intensified from the thirteenth, Byzantine writers
began to identify themselves and their people as ‘Hellenes’ and to develop notions
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of a Hellenic identity derived from the ancient world.89 This in part reflected a
decline in the adequacy of Roman identity to express the self-image and self-
esteem of the imperial elite. As a source of definition and pride, an ancient cultural
and intellectual tradition was less susceptible to the political vicissitudes of 
the present than a beleaguered state. This shift may also reflect the scope for
terminological confusion between the Roman state and people, on one hand, and
the Church of Rome, on the other. With the adherents of the papacy now a per-
vasive presence in the Byzantine world and in places a politically dominant one,
and with the increased bitterness surrounding the schism following the Fourth
Crusade and the intrusion of a Latin hierarchy, this ambiguity was more
problematic than in former periods.90

A more marked realignment of identity appears to have taken place in some of
the lands under Latin rule. Allegiance to the empire and adherence to the imperial
ideal seem to have faded from the thinking of a significant number of its former
subjects who had passed under the sway of Latin regimes as a result of the Fourth
Crusade. In their stead, regional loyalties which could embrace the new rulers as
well as the native population rose to prominence. This pattern is discernible
particularly in the Peloponnese, where members of the indigenous landowning
classes retained some of their wealth and power and joined the lower echelons of
an ethnically mixed aristocracy together with the conquerors. Many of these
indigenous leaders were willing to serve Latin rulers loyally in the face of efforts
to restore Byzantine control.91 This shifting political loyalty is manifested in the
Greek versions of the Chronicle of the Morea, presumably produced for a native
audience, in which the empire appears as a hostile and decried outside force while
solidarity between the native inhabitants of the peninsula and their Latin rulers 
is espoused.92 In marked contrast to the process under way in Turkish Anatolia, 
such populations were not simply being assimilated by the conquerors. They
retained the linguistic, religious and cultural elements which had characterised
their identity, and continued to regard themselves as Romans, but this was an
identity in which the Roman state ceased to be a defining reference point.93

The final challenge which the crusade posed to the empire’s sense of self was
the pressure that it exerted on successive imperial governments to accept the
claims of papal monarchy, giving up its traditional notions of the government of
the Church and the emperor’s position in the Christian world. This pressure was
exerted in negative terms in the thirteenth century and in positive ones in the
fourteenth and fifteenth, encapsulating the ambivalence of the empire’s relation-
ship with crusading. The Union of Lyon arose out of the central role of the schism
in promoting crusading hostility to Byzantium, that of Florence out of the
obstacle the schism posed to crusading assistance against the Turks. Yet, while the
crusades were the driving force behind imperial promotion of Church Union, they
also helped to ensure that that policy would remain a futile undertaking. The
bitterness they had instilled against the Latins had entrenched the schism, while
their reduction of imperial power and prestige and the corresponding increase in
ecclesiastical authority undermined the capacity of emperors to cajole or coerce
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their Church and people to comply with their wishes. The controversy also repre-
sents the fullest expression of the process by which the crusades diminished the
centrality of the Byzantine state in its own society. It repeatedly set that state
directly at odds with a very widely supported view of the Orthodox religious
adherence which was central to its subjects’ sense of identity. This complicated
feelings to the extent that Loukas Notaras, the most influential official of the
Emperor Constantine XI, could make his famous assertion that the empire’s
impending subjection to infidel rule was preferable to the subjection to the Latin
religious order which recent imperial policy had promoted.94

The shifts in self-perception that characterised the last centuries of Byzantium
cannot be seen as purely a product of the crusades. In so far as they arose from
the acute decline of the empire’s power and prestige, they were a product of all
the forces contributing to that deterioration, including internal conflicts and
structural changes, the secession and subsequent military pressure of the peoples
of the northern Balkans and the expansion of the Turks, as well as the Latin
challenge. Even in so far as the more forceful presence and pressure of the Latins
contributed to them, developments separate from the crusading movement, such
as the commercial expansion of the Italian republics and the growing intellectual
prestige of the West, were also at work. Nevertheless, the crusades were of decisive
importance in driving such changes forward. The First Crusade had opened a new
era for Latin enterprise in the eastern Mediterranean, notably in its effect on the
activities of Latin maritime communities into the region. The harm done by the
Fourth Crusade was probably the most important single contributing factor to the
empire’s subsequent decline, while the passage of crusading armies in the twelfth
century and the establishment of Latin territories around the Aegean in the
thirteenth were fundamental to the growth and transformation of the Latin role
in the Byzantine world. Thus, besides their direct contribution to these changes,
the crusades catalysed other forces working in the same direction.

The changes in Byzantine thought brought about by the crusades represented
incremental shifts in emphasis rather than a revolutionary transformation. While
some of the shifts in symbolism that emerged in the empire of Nicaea proved
lasting, the reversion to former practice in other respects after 1261 reflects the
persistent quality of traditional perceptions of the empire’s special status. The vast
majority both of the empire’s remaining subjects and of its former subjects under
Latin rule continued to see themselves as Romans. Even among those educated
sections of the population where the notion of Hellenic identity became influ-
ential, it was an adjunct rather than a replacement for Roman identity.95 Nor did
this identity become generally divorced from its connection with the Roman state.
The refusal of George Akropolites to acknowledge the Epirot rivals of the empire
of Nicaea as being Roman reflects the continuing assertion of a tight equation
between Roman identity and allegiance to the state ruled by the legitimate Roman
emperor.96 It was only after the empire’s destruction that the Athenian historian
Laonikos Chalkokondyles would go so far as to apply the term ‘Roman’ not to
Byzantium and its people but to the Latins, while describing the Byzantines
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exclusively as ‘Hellenes’.97 Thus the impact of the crusades significantly weakened
but did not fundamentally overturn Byzantine views of the empire’s place in the
world and in the loyalties and identity of its people.

This limited marginalisation of Byzantium by the crusade had begun as a trend
in ideas about the empire’s place within the goals of a military enterprise, shifting
from being the focal point of the early schemes of Gregory VII and the Latin
intervention sought by Alexios I to being a peripheral consideration in the
movement called forth by Urban II, but remaining firmly entangled with the
movement and the thinking of its participants throughout the remainder of
Byzantine history. Soon this development grew into an alteration of more general
Latin thinking about Byzantium’s position in the world, with the spread of
perceptions of the empire as negligent or treacherous with regard to a common
Christian cause, although this never entirely displaced the notion that it should
still be extended Christian solidarity. Finally the repercussions of the movement
culminated in a shift in the ideological perceptions and sense of identity of the
empire’s own rulers and people, who leaned increasingly on other sources of self-
definition and espoused less confidently the uniqueness and superiority of the
Roman state.

Notes
1 E. Caspar (ed.), Das Register Gregors VII, 2, Berlin: Weidman, 1920–3, I.69–71, 75–6,

126–8, 165–8, 172–3, 188–9 (nos. I 46, 49, II 3, 31, 37, 49); H.E.J. Cowdrey, ‘Pope
Gregory VII’s “crusading” plans of 1074’, Outremer: Studies in the History of the
Crusading Kingdom of Jerusalem Presented to Joshua Prawer, B.Z. Kedar, H.E. Mayer
and R.C. Smail (eds), Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi Institute, 1982, pp. 27–40; H.E.J.
Cowdrey, ‘The Gregorian papacy, Byzantium and the First Crusade’, Byzantium and
the West, c850–c1200: Proceedings of the XVIII Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies,
Oxford 30 March–1 April 1984, James Howard-Johnston (ed.), Amsterdam: Adolf
Hakkert, 1988, pp. 145–69 at pp. 154–5; Carl Erdmann, The Origin of the Idea of
Crusade, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977, pp. 164–9.

2 Caspar, Register, pp. 165–8 (no. II 31); Cowdrey, ‘Gregory’, pp. 34–5.
3 Peter Charanis, ‘A Greek source on the origins of the First Crusade’, Speculum 24,

1949, 93–4; Peter Charanis, ‘Byzantium, the West and the origin of the First Crusade’,
Byzantion 9, 1949, 17–36 at 30–6; Jonathan Shepard, ‘Aspects of Byzantine attitudes
and policy towards the West in the tenth and eleventh centuries’, Byzantinische
Forschungen 13, 1988, 67–118 at 111–12.

4 FC 130–8. For a discussion of whether Fulcher was present at Clermont, see pp. 177–8.
5 Jonathan Riley-Smith, The First Crusade and the Idea of Crusading, London: Athlone,

1986, pp. 13–25; Erdmann, The Origin of the Idea of Crusade, pp. 319–34, 365–71;
Norman Housley, ‘Jerusalem and the development of the crusade idea, 1099–1128’,
in B.Z. Kedar (ed.), The Horns of Hattin: Proceedings of the Second Conference of the
Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East, Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi,
1992, pp. 27–40, reprinted in Norman Housley, Crusading and Warfare in Medieval
and Renaissance Europe, Aldershot: Ashgate 2001, pp. 28–36.

6 Anna Komnene, Alexias (règne de l’empereur Alexis I Comnène, 1081–1118), Bernard
Leib (ed. and tr.), 4 (Paris 1943–76), I.136–8; 2, 63, 67–74, 79–81, 109–10, 151,
205–6; 3, 7–19, 23–7; Jonathan Shepard, ‘“Father” or “scorpion”? Style and substance

I M P A C T  O F  T H E  C R U S A D E S  O N  B Y Z A N T I U M

75



in Alexios’s diplomacy’, Alexios I Komnenos, Margaret Mullett and Dion Smythe (eds),
Belfast: Belfast Byzantine Enterprises, 1996, pp. 68–132 at 86–9.

7 Anna Komnene, Alexias, III.40–1, 49, 57–9; NC 52; JK 133–4; WT 662–3; Ralph-
Johannes Lilie, Byzantium and the Crusader States, 1096–1204, J.C. Morris and 
J.E. Ridings (trs), Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993, pp. 64, 70–2, 83–4, 105–10,
176–80.

8 GF 25–6; AA 596–7.
9 FC 178–9: ‘Erat enim omnibus hoc necesse, ut sic cum imperatore amicitiam

consolidarent, sine cuius consilio et auxilio nostrum iter nequivimus expedire, neque
illi qui nos erant subsecuturi eodem tramite.’ Translation from The First Crusade: The
Chronicle of Fulcher of Chartres and Other Source Materials, Edward Peters (tr.),
Philadelphia: University of Pennysylvania Press, 1998 [1971], p. 62.

10 RA 40–1: ‘Boamundus et dux Lotaringie, et Flandrensis comes, et alii principes hoc
precabantur ut properaret comes convenire imperatorem de itinere Iherosolimitano, ut
assumpta cruce dux et imperator in exercitu Dei fieret.’ Translation from Raymond of
Aguilers, Historia Francorum qui ceperunt Iherusalem, J.H. Hill and L.L. Hill (trs),
Philadelpia: The American Philosophical Society, 1968, p. 22.

11 GF 72; RA 105–6; WT I.343; Lilie, Crusader States, pp. 39–43.
12 JK 67–83; NC 60–8; OD 66–99; Lilie, Crusader States, pp. 145–63; Paul Magdalino,

The Empire of Manuel I Komnenos, 1143–1180, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993, pp. 46–53.

13 JK 16–24, 33–4, 178–90, 278–80, 300; NC 27–31, 39, 108–10, 159–68; WT 662–3,
670–1, 674–81, 700–4, 781–5, 844–8, 915–17, 926–34, 940–6, 981–6; Lilie,
Crusader States, pp. 109–41, 176–83, 198–202, 204–9, 215–19; Magdalino, Manuel,
pp. 66–76; J.L. La Monte, ‘To what extent was the Byzantine empire the suzerain of
the crusader states?’, Byzantion 7, 1932, 253–64.

14 Recueil des Historiens des Gaules et de la France, 24 (1738–1904), 15, Michel-Jean-
Joseph Brial (ed.), pp. 952–3 (no. 385); Lilie, Crusader States, pp. 211–14; Magdalino,
Manuel, pp. 95–7.

15 NC 176–91; Magdalino, Manuel, p. 98; Lilie, Crusader States, pp. 211–15.
16 Robert of Clari, La conquête de Constantinople, Peter Noble (ed. and tr.), Edinburgh:

Société Rencevals British Branch, 2005, p. 203; see also Magdalino, Manuel, pp.
105–6.

17 WT 1020–1: ‘Regnante enim Deo amabili predicto imperatore, merito fidei et
strenuitatis sue tantum Latinus populus apud eum reppererat gratiam, ut neglectis
Greculis suis tanquam viris mollibus et effeminatis, ipse tanquam vir magnanimus et
strenuitate incomparabilis solis Latinis grandia committeret negocia, de eorum fide
merito presumens et viribus. Et quoniam apud eum optime habebantur et erga eos
profusa liberalitate habundabat, ex omni orbe ad eum quasi ad benefactorem
precipuum tam nobiles quam ignobiles concurrebant certatim, quorum exigentibus
obsequiis magis et magis in nostrorum accen debatur amorem et eos amplius in statum
promovebat meliorem. Unde Grecorum nobiles et maxime eius consanguinei, sed et
reliquus populus odium insaciabile adversus nostros conceperant, accedente etiam ad
indignationis cumulum et odiorum fomitem et incentivum ministrante sacramentorum
inter nos et eos differentia. Arrogantes enim supra modum et a Romana ecclesia per
insolentiam separati, hereticum omnem eum reputant qui eorum frivolas non sequitur
traditiones.’ Translation from William of Tyre, A History of Deeds Done beyond the Sea,
E.A. Babcock and A.C. Krey (trs), 2, New York: Columbia University Press, 1943,
II.461–2.

18 AA 82–3; OD 69–71.
19 GF 9–11, 16–17, 34–5; RA 38–42, 44–5, 54; GN 104–6, 128, 138–43, 182–4,

229–32, 313–14.

C H R I S  W R I G H T

76



20 Anna Komnene, Alexias, III.53–6, 79–80; OV III.182–3, V.70–3; J.G. Rowe, ‘Paschal
II, Bohemund of Antioch and the Byzantines’, Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 49,
1966–7, 165–202.

21 A.E. Laiou, ‘Byzantium and the crusades in the twelfth century: why was the Fourth
Crusade late in coming?’, in A.E. Laiou (ed.), Urbs Capta: The Fourth Crusade and Its
Consequences, Paris: Lethielleux, 2005, pp. 17–40 at 18–28.

22 D.M. Nicol, ‘Defenders of the Christian people: holy war in Byzantium’, in A.E. Laiou
and R.P Mottahedeh (eds), The Crusades from the Perspective of Byzantium and the
Muslim World, Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 2001, pp. 31–9; John Haldon,
Warfare, State and Society in the Byzantine World 565–1204, London: University
College Press, 1999, pp. 13–33; T.M. Kolbaba, ‘Fighting for Christianity: holy war in
the Byzantine Empire’, Byzantion 68, 1998, 194–221; Hélène Ahrweiler, L’idéologie
politique de l’Empire Byzantin, Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1975, pp. 78–9.
In the wake of the Fourth Crusade there was a momentary lapse in this tradition, as
Patriarch Michael IV proclaimed absolution for imperial troops going into combat in
a manner resembling the crusade indulgence, but this innovation was not repeated.
Dimiter Angelov, ‘Byzantine ideological reactions to the Latin conquest of
Constantinople’, in Laiou (ed.), Urbs Capta, pp. 293–310 at 298.

23 Jonathan Harris, Byzantium and the Crusades, London: Continuum, 2002, pp. 60–71,
93–101, 132–41; Lilie, Crusader States, pp. 5–7, 38–51, 146–63, 230–42, 247–51;
see also Shepard, ‘“Father” or “scorpion”?’, pp. 122–9.

24 Bernard Hamilton, The Latin Church in the Crusader States, London: Variorum, 1980,
pp. 161–3, 172–81, 315–22; Cowdrey, ‘Gregorian papacy’, pp. 167–9.

25 AA 634–7; GN 313–14; WT 743–6; OD 82–3, 90–3, 98–9; Lilie, Crusader States, pp.
57–9.

26 Magnus of Reichersberg, Chronica 1084–1195, Wilhelm Wattenbach (ed.), MGH SS
XVII.511; Ansbert, ‘Historia de expeditione Friderici imperatoris’, Anton Chroust
(ed.), Quellen zur Geschichte des Kreuzzugs Kaiser Friedrich I, MGH Scriptores Rerum
Germanicum new series V.1–115 at 38–9, 48–9; Roger of Wendover, Libri qui dicit
Flores Historiarum, Rolls Series 84, Henry Hewlett (ed.), 3, London: Longman,
1886–9, I.153–4; RH II.355–6; C.M. Brand, Byzantium Confronts the West
1180–1204, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968, pp. 176–94; C.M.
Brand, ‘The Byzantines and Saladin, 1185–1192: opponents of the Third Crusade’,
Speculum 37, 1962, 167–81; Paul Magdalino, ‘Isaac II, Saladin and Venice’, in
Jonathan Shepard (ed.), The Expansion of Orthodox Europe: Byzantium, the Balkans and
Russia, Aldershot: Ashgate 2007, pp. 93–106. For more sceptical interpretations, see
Lilie, Crusader States, pp. 230–42; Ralph-Johannes Lilie, Byzanz und die Kreuzzüge,
Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2004, pp. 130–2; Harris, Byzantium and the Crusades, pp.
132–6; Hannes Mohring, Saladin und der Dritte Kreuzzug: aiyubidische Strategie und
Diplomatie im Vergleich vornehmlich der arabischen mit den lateinischen Quellen,
Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1980, pp. 171–84.

27 Ahrweiler, Idéologie Politique, pp. 136–47; Francis Dvornik, Early Christian and
Byzantine Political Philosophy: Origins and Background, 2, Washington, DC:
Dumbarton Oaks, 1966, II.611–58; George Ostrogorsky, ‘The Byzantine Empire and
the hierarchical world order’, Slavonic and Eastern European Review 35, 1956, 1–14;
D.M. Nicol, ‘Byzantine political thought’, in J.H. Burns (ed.), The Cambridge History
of Medieval Political Thought c.350–c.1450, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998, pp. 51–79 at 51–3.

28 Haldon, Warfare, State and Society, pp. 15–27; Ahrweiler, Idéologie Politique, pp. 78–9.
29 Anna Komnene, Alexias, II.220–1: ‘Καd γaρ � µbν ΠÛτρος �ξ α�τ�ς �ρχ�ς ε�ς

προσκυ� νησιν το� �γι�ου τα� ϕου τcν τοσαυ� την �δοιπορι�αν �νεδÛξατο, ο� δÛ γε λοιποd
κÞµητες καd του� των µα� λλον Βαϊµο�ντος παλαιaν µ�νιν κατa το� α�τοκρα� τορος

I M P A C T  O F  T H E  C R U S A D E S  O N  B Y Z A N T I U M

77



τρÛϕοντες καd ε�καιρι�αν ξητο�ντες �ντι�ποινα το�τÿω παρεσχε�ν τ�ς λαµρ�ς �κει�νης
νι�κης, mν �ρατο κατ’α�το� �πÞτε κατa τcν Λα� ρισσαν τeν µετ’α�το� συν�ψε
πÞλεµον �µογνωµονÜσαντες καd α�τcν τcν µεγαλÞπολιν κατασχε�ν �νειρρα� ττοντες
ε�ς τcν α�τcν �ληλυ� θεισαν γνω� µην (καd του� του πολλα� κις �µνηµονευ� σαµεν �νωθεν),
τ ÿ� µbν ϕαινοµÛν ÿω τcν πρeς τa ^ΙεροσÞλυµα �δοιπορι�αν ποιου� µενοι, τÿ � δ’�ληθει�α
τeν α�τοκρα� τορα τ�ς �ρχ�ς παραλ�σαι καd τcν µεγαλÞπολιν κατασχε�ν �λθοντες.’
Translation from AC 319; see also Anna Komnene, Alexias, II.209.

30 JK 67: ‘Κελτοd γaρ καd Γερµανοd καd τe Γαλαττ�ν �θνος καd Âσα τcν παλαιaν
�µϕινÛµονται ^Ρω� µην, Βρι�ττιοι� τε καd Βρετανοd καd ±παν �πλ�ς τe �σπÛριον
�κεκι�νητο κα� ρτος, λÞγÿω µÛν τÿ� προχει�ρÿω �ς �ξ Ε�ρω� πης �πd τcν Ασι�αν διαβÜσονται
ΠÛρσαις τε µαχησÞµενοι το�ς παρa πÞδας καd τeν �ν Παλαιστι�νη καταληψÞµενοι
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4

CONFLICT AND
COHABITATION

Marriage and diplomacy between Latins 
and Cilician Armenians, c.1097–1253

Natasha Hodgson

In recent years, historians have increasingly emphasised the importance of marriage
and family ties between early crusaders and established Christian groups in
northern Syria during the process of settlement in the Latin East. As the First
Crusaders travelled through strategic areas en route to the Holy Land such as
Cilicia, the Taurus Mountains and northern Syria, they came into contact with a
range of existing Christian communities, predominantly comprised of Greeks,
Armenians and Jacobites.1 Some were governed by Armenian lords displaced from
their ancestral homelands by the expansion of the Byzantine Empire in the early
eleventh century, or by later advances of the Seljuk Turks. These nobles occupied
frontier cities on the edge of Byzantine territories, administering rule on behalf of
the Greeks, or striving to establish their own independent lordships.

Most historians agree that when the First Crusaders began to settle in the East,
a special relationship grew up between the Latin newcomers and the Armenian
Christians. Key leaders of the crusade married into Armenian noble families in
order to establish themselves, gaining lands, military support and much-needed
cash in order to pursue their campaigns. The important influence of Armenian
intermarriage on the throne of Jerusalem has attracted considerable attention.2

However, the legacy of these matches and new relationships in the later twelfth
and thirteenth centuries between Armenian nobility and Latin settlers in northern
Syria have yet to be fully explored. This chapter will address the issue of cohab-
itation and identity in a rather literal sense, focusing on the role played by marriage
in what has been christened the ‘brilliant diplomacy’ of Cilician Armenia during
the period in which the kingdom developed to its height.3 As Mutafian and other
modern historians have emphasised, the Armenians created a range of political ties
with Latins, Greeks, Muslims and Mongols in their attempts to preserve a degree
of independence, often in recognisably distinct phases, but dynastic links were
usually confined to the Christian groups.4 This chapter will focus on the period in
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which the Rupenids and later Hethoumids built and consolidated the kingdom
of Cilicia before Hethoum I officially placed it under Mongol overlordship during
his visit to Qaracorum in 1253. Particular emphasis will be placed on dynastic 
ties between northern Syria and Cilicia, and their impact on the survival of an
independent Christian presence in the Near East.

In western historiography the crusades have perhaps played an exaggerated role
in the study of Armenian history and culture.5 ‘Greater’ Armenia, located in the
region between the Pontus and Taurus mountain ranges has a unique position in
the context of ‘East–West’ conflict and contact. In the first millennium of the
Christian period, the geographical situation of the Armenian plateau made it a
‘buffer state’:6 a strategically desirable prize for the Romans and Byzantines in
opposition to the rival empires of the Persians, Arabs, Seljuks, Mongols and
Mamluks. Throughout their history, the Armenians have fought to preserve their
political, cultural and religious independence from dominion by foreign powers.
They have survived as an ethnic and religious minority while their homeland was
under Byzantine, Arab, Mongol, Turkish, Russian and Soviet rule. Even during
the medieval period, influential expatriate populations flourished in Macedonia,
Thrace, Cappadocia, Bithynia, Anatolia, Georgia, Cilicia and Cyprus.

Armenia lays claim to the title of oldest Christian state, derived from the
establishment of Christianity as the official religion in 301. Non-Chalcedonian
doctrine and an alphabet specially designed to enable Christian teaching in the
Armenian language have helped to preserve this distinctive culture. With the 
re-emergence of Armenia as a new republic in the post-Soviet era, scholars have
identified a need to provide historical continuity to the existence of a people who
suffered greatly to keep their identity under foreign rule. The idea of a shared
heritage helps to create and maintain links with the present-day Armenian
Diaspora.7 There is a palpable desire to ‘rewrite’ the history books in order to
reflect the contribution of Armenian subjects to wider historical events and
underline their importance in political, economic, cultural and social terms. 
In undertaking such work, however, the historian must tread carefully to avoid
associating modern and politically sensitive issues with the medieval past.

This trend has been reflected in recent crusade historiography, where scholars
have increasingly emphasised the central role played by Armenians in supporting
and facilitating the early crusaders’ settlement of the Eastern Mediterranean
region. The sense of the First Crusade as a western ‘achievement’ has rightly 
given way to a more subtle understanding of the existing political, military and
social undercurrents in the Near East, all of which made possible the capture of
Jerusalem by a loose coalition of European warriors and pilgrims in 1099. Some
modern textbooks on the crusades now have a section specifically devoted to the
role of the Armenians, while others incorporate them under the wider context of
native Christians and settlement.8 In a study specifically devoted to Armenians and
crusading, J.H. Forse was keen to maximise the beneficial aspects of relationships
with Armenians for the First Crusaders, suggesting that closer social, cultural and
religious ties existed between the two than other Christian groups in the East. The
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presence of common enemies in the form of Turks and Byzantines bound them
closely together, despite occasional land disputes between individuals.9

The Armenians of the ancestral homelands beyond the immediate vicinity of
Cilicia, however, seem to have attached less significance to the arrival of the
crusaders. R.W. Thomson, in his examination of how the crusaders impacted on
the broader Armenian world view, suggests that ‘a general lack of interest in the
West’ persisted until the late twelfth century.10 He emphasised the comparative
insignificance of crusader activity to the Armenian people and culture, exposing
the flaws in a western historiographical approach that has focused on interaction
with Europe rather than the Armenian experience as a whole. This is partly
because the Armenian language, so crucial to the preservation of Armenian
culture, is still a very specialised area of study for most historical academics.11

However, in a collection based on conflict and cohabitation during the era of the
crusades, it is not the place of this chapter to challenge such limitations by
focusing solely on an Armenian perspective. Instead, intermarriage will provide a
focal point for interaction between the two cultures.

It is to Cilicia and its immediate vicinity that we must turn in order to look for
the impact of the Latins’ arrival on existing social and cultural circles, and where
the closest ties developed between Frankish and Armenian aristocracies. Its
geographical situation made it a highly strategic area, with defensible positions in
the mountains guarding trade routes between Anatolia and Syria, and controlling
access to the Mediterranean and Cyprus.12 A collection of essays edited by Boase
gave a brief overview of historical events in this region at the time of the crusades,
but focused predominantly on its surviving fortifications and the influence of the
military orders.13 Mutafian has also published extensively on this area, emphasising
the central role of Cilicia between empires and charting the development of the
kingdom to its fourteenth-century demise.14 Ghazarian’s study runs from the
ancient and medieval roots of Cilicia into the fifteenth century, but gives only a
cursory overview of this period and is aimed at a more popular audience.15

One of the latest and most exhaustive contributions to the early period of
crusader settlement is Dédéyan’s account of interrelations between Armenians,
Muslims, Greeks and Latins up to 1150. He discusses how Armenian nobles,
ecclesiastics and society as a whole adapted not only to the arrival of the crusaders,
but to the changing role of the Byzantine Empire and the political shifts in the
Muslim world. He concurs that, despite their occasional disagreements, the
Armenians found the Latins more tolerable neighbours than the Byzantines, and
finds examples of cross-cultural convergence from both perspectives among
aristocratic and ecclesiastical circles.16 Finally, a recent collection of essays entitled
Armenian Cilicia addresses political, cultural and social issues relating to the area
from the medieval to modern periods.17

To date, historians of the Latin East have emphasised Armenian involvement in
the early period of crusader settlement, especially in northern Syria, but the later
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries have received comparatively little attention
since Claude Cahen’s 1940 study, La Syrie du Nord.18 During the last quartile of
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the twelfth century, Byzantine imperial power in northern Syria began to wane;
growing Muslim unity all but forced the Latin Christians out of the kingdom of
Jerusalem, and Armenian lords made a bid for supremacy over Antioch. Cilicia
emerged as a kingdom in its own right, with dedicated support and approval from
the West, and the Armenian Church was recognised by the papacy.19 Growing
Armenian interest in Cyprus with the establishment of the first Armenian
archbishop, Tateos, in 1179 also became apparent. By the mid-thirteenth century,
however, a new threat was encroaching from the East: the Mongol Empire. The
Christians in the Latin East were caught in a vice as the Mamluks also rose to power
in the south. By the 1250s, Bohemond VI of Antioch-Tripoli was prepared to
swear allegiance to the Mongols in order to support his Cilician father-in-law, King
Hethoum. This suggests that the alliance had become critical to securing Latin
survival in the north.20

The relationship between ruling families in northern Syria was consolidated 
at least in part through dynastic alliances. Marriage is, of course, only one aspect
of medieval diplomatic practice. As MacEvitt asserts, while it is tempting to 
view relations between the Franks and indigenous peoples solely in terms of reli-
giously oriented conflict, the ‘network of families, civic relationships, professional
ties, and associations with churches, shrines and holy places’ often crossed those
boundaries, and were sometimes more important for establishing both group and
individual identities.21 Dynastic alliances between ruling families, however, were
the linchpin of political stability. They included transactions of land and cash,
created networks for military support, and forged ties of kinship and obligation.

When considering the role of marriage in any medieval context, the source
material is primarily concerned with three key issues: the legitimacy of a marriage;
the fulfilment of its agreed terms; and succession. Even within the confines of
medieval Latin Christianity, these issues and the practices associated with them
varied widely and were often hotly debated. When intermarriage between cultures
and religious denominations occurs, a further set of problems may be presented to
the historian. Armenians, as non-Chalcedonians, were technically viewed as heretics,
but it seems that from the start marriage between Latin newcomers and established
Christian populations was deemed acceptable. Rüdt-Collenberg suggests that
Armenian practices remained reasonably similar to western and Orthodox patterns
in terms of age of marriage, divorce and remarriage, although the murky politics that
characterised the nascent kingdom of Armenian Cilicia seems to have led to a rather
high proportion of noble marriages ending in violent deaths. Despite adhering to
different degrees of separation, the Armenian Church also appears to have become
increasingly tolerant of marriage between near relatives before the thirteenth
century.22 MacEvitt believes it unlikely that either Frankish or Armenian partners
saw conversion as a necessary prerequisite to such a match during this early period.23

Of course, any exact details of Latin legal rulings on the subject may have been lost
when Saladin burned the laws of the kingdom of Jerusalem in 1187.24

Aside from the canons of the Council of Nablus in 1120, the only detailed legal
information about marriage in the Levant largely stems from later thirteenth-
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century works of Philip of Novara and John of Ibelin.25 Interestingly, the Assises
of Antioch which outline laws of succession in the principality survive today only
because a copy was translated into Armenian c.1250, potentially with a view to
using Latin customs as a legal model. The rise of the Mongol Empire at this time,
however, hampered the attempts of the Hethoumid dynasty to create a more solid
legal infrastructure for the kingdom of Cilicia.

Before going on to look at the later twelfth century, consideration must be
given to the role of marriage in some of the more celebrated early diplomatic
relations with noble Armenian families, and how these set precedents for later
interaction between the two groups.

After the First Crusade, certain high-profile Latins who married Armenian
women in order to secure new claims to property and cement alliances, but
evidence for those lower down the social scale is limited: such matches may have
been possible only for ‘a select few’.26 Marital relationships were just as fluid as
other types of alliance in the early period of settlement, as the case of Baldwin of
Boulogne (I of Jerusalem) underlines. On his arrival in the East, he was ‘adopted’
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Zabel d. 1252
m. 1 Philip of Antioch d. 1222
m. 2 Hethoum I of Armenia d. 1269

Stephanie d. 1219
m. John of Brienne d. 1237

Raymond-Rupen d. 1222
m. Helvis of Ibelin

Alice m. 1 Hethoum of Sassoun d. 1193
m. 2 Raymond of Antioch d. 1198

Stephane d. 1165
m. Rita of Hethoum

Philippa m. 1 Shahinshah of Sassoun d. 1193
m. 2 Theodore Lascaris

Joscelin II of Edessa
m. Beatrice of Saône

Mleh (Lord of the
Mountains) d. 1175
m. Anon. niece of
Nerses Shnorhali

Thoros II (Lord of the Mountains) d. 1168
m. 1 Isabelle of Courtenay
m. 2 Anon. daughter of Thomas the
Regent

Agnes of
Courtenay

Isabelle of Courtenay
m. Thoros II

Joscelin of
Edessa

Thoros I (Lord of the
Mountains) d. 1129

Leon I (Lord of the mountains) d. 1139
m. 1 Beatrice/Cecilia of Rethel?
m. 2 Anon.

Arda? d. 1118
m. Baldwin I of
Jerusalem, d. 1118

Beatrice m. Joscelin I
of Edessa d. 1131

Konstandin d. 1102 Thoros d. 1104?

Anon.
m. 1 Raymond VII of Toulouse
m. 2 Thierry of Flanders

Anon. m Isaac
Doukas Comnenus
d. 1195

Rupen II (Lord of the
Mountains, usurped by
Mleh) d. 1170

Rupen III (Lord of the
Mountains) d. 1187
m. Isabelle of Toron

Leon I of Armenia d. 1219
m. 1 Isabelle of Antiochia d. 1207?
m. 2 Sybil of Lusignan

Rupen I d. 1095?

Figure 4.1 Marital alliances between Rupenids and Frankish settlers

Note: This diagram shows select, high-profile relationships only. For further detail, see W.H. Rüdt-
Collenberg, The Rupenides, Hethumides and Lusignans: The Structure of the Armeno Cilician Dynasties
(Paris: Libraire C. Klincksieck, 1963).



by the ruler of Edessa, and later married an Armenian princess often referred to
as ‘Arda’.27 According to Albert of Aachen, she was the daughter of Taphnuz,
brother of the Rupenid prince Konstandin.28 The match was not a success and
Arda was put aside after a few scant years, only to be reinstated briefly after
Baldwin’s subsequent bigamous marriage to Adelaide of Sicily turned sour.
Contemporary historians gave a number of reasons for the divorce, although
Fulcher of Chartres, Baldwin’s apologist, said little.29 Guibert of Nogent spun a
tale about Arda’s capture by pirates while travelling with her household from
Edessa to Jerusalem c.1100. Concerned about her potential infidelity, Baldwin
reputedly put her aside in order to live a celibate life.30 Guibert’s account is
somewhat discredited by the fact that Arda was not immediately dismissed on her
arrival in the Holy Land: she was still queen in 1102. Baldwin’s remarriage to
Adelaide of Sicily in 1113 also demonstrated his lack of commitment to a
supposed celibate ideal.

Albert of Aachen justified Baldwin’s actions on the grounds that Taphnuz had
failed to provide the agreed dowry: having promised 60,000 bezants he produced
only 7,000.31 The divorce, however, seems to have taken place long after Taphnuz
feared retribution for non-payment during Baldwin’s purge of rebellious nobles
in Edessa and fled to his mountain strongholds.32 In 1102, Arda was present at
Jaffa where she, along with other nobles, was fooled by a Muslim ruse that the
head and legs of Gerbod of Winndeke in fact belonged to her husband Baldwin.
Albert records her distress at these events, and Fulcher of Chartres further men-
tions how she and her counsellors sent to Tancred, Baldwin’s old enemy, for aid.33

Much later, William of Tyre’s account detailed how Arda was forcibly deposited
with the convent of St Anne in Jerusalem.34 He accused her of infidelity after she
had been put aside by her husband. In William’s view, Baldwin’s motives were
pecuniary, but if a need for ready cash was the true reason for the divorce, it seems
surprising that the king waited so long to remarry.35 The marriage to Arda had
also failed in another key area, the succession; but his new wife Adelaide was
probably in her late thirties and also unlikely to produce an heir.36 It seems likely,
therefore, that the divorce resulted from another cause: the gradual devaluation
of the Armenian connection once Baldwin had left northern Syria and become
King of Jerusalem.

Other significant early matches were those of Baldwin of Bourcq and Joscelin
of Courtenay, who, like Baldwin of Boulogne, were both counts of Edessa.37

Baldwin of Bourcq married Morfia, daughter of Gabriel of Melitene, an Armenian
prince of the Greek Orthodox faith.38 According to an anonymous thirteenth-
century Edessan chronicler, this event occurred within a year of his assumption of
the title. Gabriel had apparently offered Morfia to Bohemond in the first instance,
but the match went awry after Bohemond was captured by the Danishmend
Malik-Ghazi in 1100 while on his way to the defence of Melitene.39 Matthew of
Edessa, Fulcher of Chartres and Michael the Syrian support the notion that
Gabriel was intending to turn Melitene over to Bohemond in return for his help.
Although they do not specifically mention a marriage, Fulcher alludes to ‘pledges
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of mutual friendship’.40 Asbridge suggests that Gabriel may not have intended 
to give the city to Bohemond in its entirety and was hoping to hold it as a fief
from him, but if a marriage agreement was on the cards, this might indicate that
the arrangement was intended to be a little more permanent.41 As it stood,
Baldwin of Bourcq came to Gabriel’s rescue, and it was he who received Morfia’s
hand. Their four daughters subsequently infused the dynasties of three out of the
four ‘crusader states’ with Armenian blood. Melisende, the eldest, became
Baldwin II’s heir, and after her marriage to Fulk V of Anjou in 1129 produced
two sons, Baldwin and Amalric, who went on to rule the kingdom successively.
Alice married Bohemond II of Antioch, and her daughter Constance made 
a dynastic alliance with the West to produce four children, including Bohemond
III of Antioch (who later had to fend off Armenian attempts to interfere with 
the succession to his principality) and Maria (who became Empress of
Constantinople). Morfia’s daughter Hodierna married the Count of Tripoli,
Raymond II. Although this dynastic branch was to end with their son, Raymond
III, the relationship through the maternal line was sufficient to allow the son of
Bohemond III of Antioch (also called Bohemond) to inherit the county, despite
opposition from his nephew Raymond-Rupen.42

The success of Baldwin’s match was not just measured in dynastic terms,
however. Morfia’s father provided a ready source of cash and military support
during his time as Count of Edessa and King of Jerusalem. The dowry was 50,000
gold bezants, at the time ‘a very large and very much needed sum of money’,43

and according to William of Tyre, Baldwin was able to extort yet more money
from his father-in-law when stricken with poverty after his ransom from captivity.
Deliberately playing on cultural differences, he reputedly claimed that he had
pledged to shave off his beard if he could not pay his debts. William explained that
all eastern Christians nurtured the beard and saw it as shameful and an insult if
even one hair was plucked from it.44 Shocked that Baldwin had been reduced to
making such a pledge, and described as ‘a simple man, and ignorant of their
collusion’, Gabriel decided to pay up rather than let a man he regarded as a son
suffer dishonour.45 William lauded the cunning of Baldwin’s strategy and ridiculed
eastern cultural practices, but the story emphasised how the ties created by
marriage provided continuous support beyond a dowry alone; in this case at least
until Gabriel was killed.46

The relationship between Baldwin II and Morfia appears to have been relatively
stable until her death c.1126. There is no hint of mooted divorce for a wealthier
or better-connected bride, despite Baldwin’s move to Jerusalem and the lack of a
male heir. She retained her position as queen and was present at her husband’s
coronation. In an episode which suggests a genuine attachment as well as sig-
nifying the queen’s political agency, the Anonymous Syriac Chronicle specifically
credited Morfia with masterminding a brave rescue attempt with Godfrey Almuin
when her husband and Joscelin of Courtenay were in captivity at the hands of
Balak. Several Armenians went in disguise to the castle, and once they had control
of the gates killed the inhabitants and gained control of the fortress. As the news
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spread, we are told, all the other Armenians in the town joined with them. Joscelin
managed to break through the ring of Muslim defenders, but the king remained
in the castle and on Balak’s return was forced to hand it back. The Armenian
ringleaders were tortured and flayed alive.47

These early marriages between crusaders and Armenians set a precedent for
further links with established families who were respected by the crusaders as
independent Christian aristocrats, rather than Syrian Jacobites, whom Jotischky
asserts were seen as weak and corrupt after their years of subjection to the
Muslims, or the Greeks, who, although fabulously wealthy, had ambitions of
overlordship and were not to be trusted.48 MacEvitt agrees that ‘the Franks of
Edessa perceived Armenian families as an avenue to bolster their own political
standing, perhaps to a greater extent than their peers in Antioch, Jerusalem, or
Tripoli did’.49 Edessa, in Armenian lordship when the crusaders arrived, was
secured by the Franks through a combination of warfare and dynastic alliance.
Following the example of Baldwin of Bourcq, a number of his retinue entered into
marriage with local Armenians. One of his cousins, Galeran of Le Puiset, married
the daughter of Ablgharib, Lord of Bira, and was given the fief of Saruj.50

Baldwin’s cousin and successor Joscelin I of Edessa married Beatrice, a daughter
of the Rupenid Konstandin (1093–1100). The date of this marriage is not certain,
but it presumably took place before 1113, when her son Joscelin II was born, and
when her husband lost Baldwin’s favour and decamped for Jerusalem.51 Joscelin
had become ruler of Marash in 1104, and after returning to grace in 1118 became
the third Count of Edessa. On the whole, he seems to have been a popular ruler
with the Armenians, and had a great reputation as a skilled warrior.52 On Joscelin’s
journey back to Edessa after his escape from imprisonment in 1123, Fulcher of
Chartres recorded how an Armenian peasant and his family led the count to
safety.53 It seems that Joscelin may have taken a second Latin wife at some point
after his capture, as the Anonymous Syriac Chronicle records him marrying the
daughter (probably, in fact, the sister) of Roger of Salerno, Prince of Antioch,
receiving with her the fortress of Azaz.54

Joscelin’s wife Beatrice was sister to a powerful Rupenid prince, Leon I (Lord
of the Mountains, 1129–39) and there is evidence to suggest he may have married
a sister of Baldwin of Bourcq, securing dynastic alliances on both sides.55 Rüdt-
Collenberg refers to her as Beatrice/Cecilia of Rethel, and there seems to be some
confusion over her exact identity. Contemporary sources confirm that Baldwin
had a sister, usually named Cecilia, who married Roger of Salerno in 1109–10.
According to Fulcher of Chartres, the marriage was not a good match, as he
accused Roger of ‘adultery with many others while married to his wife’.56 Orderic
Vitalis described how, as a widow following the Battle of the Field of Blood in
1119, Cecilia took on the trappings of lordship, knighting squires at Antioch in
order to protect the city. However, he appears to have confused her with Cecilia
of France, Tancred’s widow, who subsequently married Pons of Tripoli.57

Interestingly, the latter, too, had Armenian contacts. On the death of the great
Armenian prince Kogh Vasil, among the gifts distributed to princes (including
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Tancred), Cecilia of France was the recipient of his wife’s diadem.58 In any event,
Asbridge suggests that Cecilia of Bourcq may have remarried after Roger’s death,
as a woman bearing the name is styled as ‘Lady of Tarsus and sister of the king of
Jerusalem’ and described as holding lands in Cilicia in a charter of 1126.59 He
proposed that these lands may have been held in dower, or given to her by
Baldwin II on a remarriage as part of the redistribution of land undertaken in the
aftermath of the Field of Blood in 1119, but admits there is no direct evidence
for this.60

If Cecilia of Bourcq was holding lands in Cilicia at this time, it is possible she
was the aforementioned wife of Leon, although his own lordship was largely
confined to eastern Cilicia during the rule of his brother Thoros I (Lord of the
Mountains, 1102–29).61 The wife taken into captivity along with Leon and their
two sons by John Comnenus in 1137 is unlikely to have been Cecilia.62 Three
other sons, Stephane, Konstandin and Mleh, were reputedly sent to Joscelin of
Edessa for protection because he was their maternal uncle. This suggests that they
were progeny from a previous marriage: but the sources may have interpreted the
relationship incorrectly, as they were also cousins to Joscelin.63 Either Baldwin had
one sister who married twice, whom he used in marriage policies in the Levant,
or the sources are simply in error: unfortunately, the evidence is too slim to know
for certain.

Joscelin II of Edessa was the first count of the region not to continue the trend
of Armenian intermarriage. He married Beatrice, widow of William of Saône,
possibly receiving Zardana as a result.64 The marriage must have taken place after
William’s death in 1132 or 1133,65 and it is possible that the previous alliance was
not renewed as a result of recent conflict with Leon of Armenia. He was partly to
blame for the death of Bohemond II of Antioch at Mamistra in 1130: Leon’s
raiding had enticed the prince out on campaign, although Turks struck the
decisive blow. John Kinnamos suggests that directly after Bohemond’s death the
Antiochenes turned to Byzantium for a marriage alliance between the minor
heiress, Constance, and the emperor’s son, Manuel, but reneged on the deal and
entered into an alliance with Leon instead.66 By 1133 Leon had already captured
Tarsus, Mamistra and Adana from the Franks although he did not hold them for
long.67 When Raymond of Poitiers arrived and married Constance in 1136, he
coordinated an attack on Cilicia with Baldwin of Marash and troops lent by King
Fulk of Jerusalem. Joscelin II, a supporter of Constance’s mother Alice, sided with
Leon against them but the union was short-lived. Leon was captured and took an
oath of fealty to Raymond, promising to restore his Cilician conquests along with
a ransom, although Lilie could ascertain no concrete evidence of him returning
lands.68 The situation took a further twist when Leon was removed from power
and imprisoned by John Comnenus in 1137, dying in 1139. At that point Cilicia
was almost under the complete control of the Byzantine Empire.69

The diplomacy of the Rupenid dynasty in this early twelfth-century period was
therefore characterised by alternate attempts to support, pacify or pre-empt the
aggression of encroaching Latins, with the aim of gaining independence from
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Greek overlordship and crushing potential opposition from other ambitious
nobles. After the fall of Edessa to Zengi in 1144, however, the power balance in
the area was in flux, and with the escape of Thoros II (Lord of the Mountains,
1145–68) from Byzantine custody, the Rupenids set about building a more secure
lordship. Thoros was keen to re-establish links with the Latins, marrying Isabelle
of Courtenay in 1149.70 Such a match was essential to the survival of the
remaining Franks, especially when Joscelin II was taken captive in 1150. Beatrice
of Edessa sold the majority of vestigial fortresses to the Byzantine Empire, but
gave Hromkla to the Armenian Katholikos Grigor in 1150, which became the
power-base of the katholikosate until 1292.71 Both William of Tyre and Sempad
praised her character as well as her ability as a ruler.72

Thoros was ambitious, and sought to extend his influence beyond northern
Syria in Cyprus and Byzantium. He took part in Reynald of Châtillon’s raid on
the island in 1156 and after submitting himself to Manuel in 1157 fared rather
better than his erstwhile ally, becoming governor of Cilicia.73 Thoros came into
contact with western Europeans when he joined the unsuccessful 1157 campaign
against Shaizar alongside the crusader Thierry of Flanders.74 He also influenced
Antiochene affairs. Thoros’ rebellious activities reputedly encouraged Emperor
Manuel Comnenus to contemplate a marriage between Caesar John Roger and
the widow, Constance of Antioch, in 1152.75 Later, the Armenian baron helped
the young Bohemond III to oust Constance from power and negotiated the
prince’s release after the Battle of Harim in 1164.76 Thoros also married his
daughter to Isaac Doukas Comnenus (d.1195), a Byzantine governor of Cilicia
who later rebelled against the emperor and established himself as ruler of
Cyprus.77 It was later rumoured that Isaac murdered his Armenian wife for her
pro-Latin sensibilities, although this was probably circulated in an attempt to
justify the Lionheart’s conquest of the island.78 The Colbert-Fontainebleau
Eracles asserts that Isaac’s wife and daughter were taken captive by Richard and
placed in the care of the Hospitallers, but this was probably a new wife from a
marriage made c.1190, rather than his Armenian spouse.79 Western sources for
the Third Crusade portray Isaac as fond of his half-Armenian daughter,80 but as
his only heir, she was also an important pawn in Richard’s hands after the conquest
of Cyprus. She joined him on the crusade under the tutelage of Berengaria, with
whom she was sent back to France. She married Raymond VI of Toulouse in
1199.81 Isaac’s daughter later returned to the Mediterranean, and was perhaps the
first person of Armenian blood to press a dynastic claim to Cyprus in Syria at the
court of Aimery of Lusignan, taking part in the Fourth Crusade with a new
husband Thierry, probably an illegitimate son of Count Philip of Flanders.82 She
was, however, unsuccessful in her bid for power.

The Rupenid dynasty were not exclusively keen on intermarriage with the Latins,
they seem to have followed a more entrepreneurial dynastic policy than some of
the other ruling Armenian families in Cilicia, such as the Hethoumids. The latter
entered into some Latin marriages but preferred links with other Armenian families.
Interestingly, even though the Hethoumids of Lampron retained their ties with
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Byzantium during this early period, they made no dynastic matches with the
empire, whereas the Rupenids did.83 Of the Rupenid barons and rulers, only Mleh
(Lord of the Mountains, 1170–5), who usurped power from the minor Rupen II
(Lord of the Mountains, 1168–70) on the death of Thoros II, did not marry at
least once into a Latin settler family. He became infamous for his Muslim alliance
with Nureddin, to the extent that certain Armenian sources suggest that he turned
apostate and converted to Islam.84 However, as Mutafian suggests, if that was the
case, Armenian Katholikos Nerses Shnorhali would have been very unlikely to agree
to a marriage between Mleh and his own niece.85 It is also significant that while
there seems to be a high proportion of marriages to Latins, the Rupenid rulers
often married more than once, and made other alliances with Byzantines or
Armenian Christians when it was politically expedient.

The later twelfth and early thirteenth centuries were a time of turmoil for 
the kingdom of Jerusalem and the ‘crusader states’, as they were increasingly
caught in a vice between Egypt and Syria. For a brief period in the 1160s and
1170s, important nobles in the Levant looked to Byzantium for marriage alliances
to help ensure their increasingly precarious position,86 but with the Battle of
Myriocephalum in 1176 and the death of Emperor Manuel in 1180, such links
were no longer as efficacious as they had once been.87 At that time, Bohemond
III of Antioch reputedly incurred the wrath of both king and Church by putting
aside his legitimate wife to marry an Armenian, ‘a certain Sibyl . . . who, it is said,
practised evil magics’. 88 Sybil was Bohemond’s third wife, but there is some
disagreement as to the order in which he married his first and second wives,
Theodora Comnena and Orgueilleuse of Harim. Michael the Syrian, like William
of Tyre, seems to date the repudiation of Theodora to 1180–1.89 Lilie argued 
that Bohemond married Theodora after 1175, as Orgueilleuse appears in five
documents between 1170 and 1175.90 Most versions of Lignages d’Outremer,
however, assert that he married Theodora first, putting her aside at the death of
Manuel, and that his second wife was Orgueilleuse, followed by Sybil and finally
Isabelle, cousin of Beatrice of Diaspre.91 Rüdt-Collenberg concurs that the match
with Theodora was more likely to have been entered into around the same time
as Manuel married Maria of Antioch in 1160, and that Orgueilleuse, mother of
princes Bohemond and Raymond, was his second marriage partner.92 This idea is
further supported by evidence from the Lyon Eracles, which asserted that
Bohemond had married Sybil illegally as he already had another wife whom he
had put aside, because she was poor and in debt: hardly a fitting description for a
relative of the Byzantine emperor.93

Rüdt-Collenberg has given considerable attention to the background of Sybil
based on evidence from a recension of the Lignages d’Outremer in two parts, the
first covering the years up to 1398 by Pierre de Flory.94 The Flory account is by
no means definitive, but Rüdt-Collenberg argues convincingly that Sybil and a
potential fourth wife, Isabelle (of Farabel), were in fact one and the same.95 Sybil
was a widow before marrying Bohemond and already had a son, a constable of
Antioch.96 She appears in nine documents between 1181 and 1199 as the wife or
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princess of Bohemond; her sister was the wife of the Lord of Burzey.97 As a result
of this adulterous union, Bohemond was excommunicated. He took out his wrath
on the patriarch and clergy, plundering church buildings and property, and an
interdict was placed upon the whole principality. William of Tyre blamed Sibyl,
his mistress, for leading the prince onto this path of greater evil, and a council at
Latakia decreed that he must put aside his concubine and take back his legal wife
to obtain absolution.98

Many of the Antiochene nobility were undoubtedly unhappy with Bohemond’s
actions but it cannot have been the Armenian character of the match that fuelled
their resentment, nor potentially even Bohemond’s treatment of the Church. It
was only after matters had been nominally settled at the Council of Latakia that
some of his most valued lords, including Giscard de L’Isle, Bertrand son of Count
Gislebert and Garinus Gainart, were exiled because they disapproved of the
prince’s conduct. Interestingly, they took their service to Mleh’s successor, the
Armenian prince Rupen III (Lord of the Mountains, 1175–87), who provided
generously for their support.99 Perhaps William, outraged at the indignities
suffered by the Church and writing about events in the recent past, was keen to
find a simple explanation (or scapegoat) in order to gloss over more complex
internal issues: potentially those caused by Bohemond putting aside a legitimate
wife from the local baronage, Orgueilleuse. Rupen was a natural choice for these
disgruntled vassals to approach: he had demonstrated his cordial attitude to the
Latins by his visit to Jerusalem and marriage to Isabelle, daughter of Humphrey
III of Toron, in 1181.100 Relations with Kilij Arslan, the Turkish sultan, were very
poor at this time, and Saladin had been persuaded to move into Cilicia, therefore
Rupen needed the extra support. In 1183, however, Bohemond III lured Rupen
to Antioch under false pretences and imprisoned him on behalf of the Byzantine
emperor. Sempad asserted that Rupen had been tempted by sexual desire and had
gone to Antioch to frequent with prostitutes, blaming the Armenian ruler’s sins
for his capture, but also indicating his opinion of Frankish corruption under
Bohemond.101

The Lyon Eracles followed William of Tyre’s lead: the fault lay with Sibyl, ‘who
was an evil woman’. She later betrayed Bohemond to Leon (Lord of the
Mountains, 1187–98; I of Armenian Cilicia, 1198–1219), arranging his capture
in order to gain Antioch for her own son William.102 The continuator asserted that
her expected reward was marriage to Leon, but Leon was already married at the
time.103 Sempad records that Leon had married Sybil’s niece (Isabelle) in 1188,
with the specific intention of protecting himself from any evil-doing by
Bohemond.104 Eracles thought Sybil was instrumental in persuading Bohemond
to enjoy Leon’s hospitality at the Springs of Baghras, where he was taken captive,
allowing Leon to carry out an unsuccessful attempt to take control of Antioch.105

Muslim sources asserted that Sybil was a spy for Saladin and corresponded with
him, but Bohemond himself had fostered connections between the two by using
her brother as an envoy.106 Sempad took a rather more sympathetic approach,
claiming that Bohemond, on his return from a visit to Saladin, had tried to enrol
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Sybil in a plot to capture Leon. She was unwilling to comply and advised against
the plan, pointing out the loyalty her son-in-law had shown to Bohemond, and
the military aid he had provided. Rather than betraying her husband outright, she
informed Leon of the plot, and the king used Bohemond’s own stratagem against
him, later imprisoning him at Sis.107 Whatever Sybil’s role in events, Bohemond
did not put her aside after his release from capture, as she was still his wife in
1199.108

Bohemond’s captivity resulted in further Armeno-Latin marriage alliances;
potentially some of the most significant yet. When the new King of Jerusalem,
Henry of Champagne, intervened on Bohemond’s behalf, he established a pact of
friendship with Leon, who arranged a marriage between one of his nieces, Alice
(daughter of Rupen), and Raymond, the son of Bohemond III and Orgueilleuse
of Harim. If the marriage produced a son, it was agreed that he would be Leon’s
heir, and after the death of Raymond he would rule Antioch itself. Thus, in one
ambitious move, Leon was able to establish his vision of a united Cilician and
Antiochene territory. Raymond remained in Leon’s company, but as it turned out,
he died not long after Alice fell pregnant, and the young Raymond-Rupen was
nurtured as the heir to Leon’s patrimony. 109

Leon’s attitude to dynastic politics was undoubtedly as aggressive as his
expansionist activities elsewhere. Alice and her sister Philippa had previously been
married to two brothers, Hethoum and Shahinshah, nephews of Katholikos
Grigor. Both died in mysterious circumstances, and even Sempad recorded the
rumours that Leon had poisoned them. Grigor had already fallen from favour,
dying during a botched escape from a prison window, and the value of these
marriage alliances had plummeted accordingly.110 Leon was similarly ruthless in
his own marital affairs. His wife, Isabelle of Antiochia, was accused of adultery
with a cousin, Konstandin, son of Vasak, on the word of Katholikos Yohannes.
Sempad suggests that Leon’s reaction showed genuine emotion: he took revenge
on her whole family, and reputedly struck her personally, wishing to kill her
himself.111 Kirakos de Ganjak, however, assigned a more pragmatic motive to the
king: described as a man with a passion for women, Leon desired another bride
and wanted a new match with the Cypriot Lusignans.112 Isabelle died soon
afterwards and was buried at Vahgka, potentially poisoned.113 Leon then married
Sybil, the daughter of Aimery of Lusignan, in 1210,114 cementing relationships
with the remnant of the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem and Cyprus in one fell
swoop. At the same time he arranged a marriage between Raymond-Rupen and
Sybil’s half-sister, Helvis of Ibelin.115

Leon’s ambition to establish himself as a king may have come to fruition by
1198, but his designs on Antioch were, as yet, unfulfilled. On Bohemond III’s
death in 1201, the barons who had promised allegiance to Raymond-Rupen
turned instead to Bohemond, son of Raymond III of Tripoli and soon to be
Bohemond IV of Antioch. The ensuing civil war lasted well into the first half of
the thirteenth century, fuelled by external as well as internal disputes.116 The
Templars had been aggrieved by the Armenian capture of Baghras after the Third
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Crusade and were only too ready to support Bohemond’s claim, while the
Armenians had been patronising the Hospitallers and Teutonic knights in Cilicia
to garner their support, fanning the flames of conflict between the orders.117 The
growing bond between Armenia and the Holy Roman Empire, evidenced by the
latter’s role in Leon’s coronation of 1198, widened these political divisions.
Traditions of succession were also at the heart of the dispute. Succession in
Cilician Armenia was not clearly defined and could follow Latin patterns allowing
inheritance through the female line, Arab customs of brothers before sons, ancient
Armenian tradition based on the code of Mekhitar, or Greek customs which
discounted rights of primogeniture or co-regency. It was, more often than not, a
case of survival of the fittest as potential heirs were eliminated through natural or
unnatural means, and it was not clear whether the crown itself was hereditary or
elective.118

Raymond-Rupen’s claim to Antioch was essentially a case of primogeniture and
was supported by the papacy and the Holy Roman Empire, both of which had
given credence to Leon’s kingship. In contrast, Bohemond IV’s claim to Tripoli
came from the maternal line (through the relationship between Alice of Antioch
and Hodierna of Tripoli), and because he was the younger brother of the deceased
Raymond. The Armenians attempted to take Antioch several times, and finally
Raymond-Rupen established himself there with the help of his father in 1216.
Having provided thus for his grandson, Sempad asserts that Leon decided to make
his daughter Zabel, who was probably not even five, his heir.119 This suggests that
despite his ambitions for Antiochene overlordship, Leon did not intend to join
the titles to Antioch and Armenia: they were governed separately. Raymond-
Rupen’s success was short-lived, however, as the people of Antioch refused to
accept him as a ruler. By 1219 he was expelled from the city, and he was
assassinated in 1222. Alice, Raymond-Rupen’s mother, had contested Zabel’s
inheritance of the Armenian title with her son, but after his death made a claim
to the title of Toron through her mother, Isabelle, and later appeared in charters
as Princess of Antioch and Dame of Toron.120

In the meantime, Leon extended his influence to the Latins in Jerusalem by
arranging a match between his daughter Stephanie (Rita) and the newly widowed
king-consort, John of Brienne.121 The master of the Hospitallers helped to broker
the marriage, which took place at Acre in 1214, according to Rüdt-Collenberg.122

The second in a series of high-powered marriages made by John,123 it attracted
some criticism from contemporaries. He was accused of deserting the Fifth
Crusade in order to pursue a claim to the Armenian crown when Leon died in
1219.124 John certainly retired from Egypt to Acre around that time, but his 
claim foundered with the death of his wife and son shortly afterwards.125 Ernoul
described how John sent a group of knights to pursue his claim without success,126

and how the ill-fated Raymond-Rupen also chanced his arm at the title,127 but in
the end it was Leon’s daughter, Zabel, who inherited. Leon’s marriage to Sybil,
John’s marriage to Stephanie, and earlier a proposed marriage between Leon’s
daughter Zabel and the son of King Andrew II of Hungary underlined the
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newfound importance and heightened reputation of the Armenian kingdom of
Cilicia in western eyes, now that Leon’s regime had been bolstered by the support
of the papacy and the Holy Roman Empire.128

Leon met Andrew as he returned home from the Fifth Crusade through Cilicia,
and the marriage agreement he negotiated included an offer of the throne to
Andrew’s son. On his deathbed, Leon made his barons swear to uphold Zabel as
heir and her consort as king. However, the Hungarian prince did not arrive to
take up his position, and Zabel was given to Philip of Antioch, a younger son of
Bohemond IV of Antioch-Tripoli around 1222.129 In order to marry her, Philip
had to join the Armenian Church, signifying the increased independence of the
new Cilician kingdom. The match attempted to smooth over recent conflict and
gave nominal acceptance to Bohemond IV’s title, but it did not provide lasting
peace. The Armenian princes reputedly took offence at Philip’s high-handed ways.
Sempad accused him of tyrannical behaviour and despoiling Leon’s wealth to take
to Antioch. Philip was given over to the custody of the Teutonic knights at
Amudain in 1225 and then eliminated, which Sempad claims was in the interests
of peace.130 Cahen, however, asserts that as a result of his murder, a state of almost
constant warfare existed between the Antiochenes and Cilicia until at least
1250.131 Zabel was subsequently married to an Armenian (Hethoum I, son of
Konstandin). This match heralded the important union between the Rupenids
and Hethoumids and attempted to provide dynastic stability within the kingdom,
but it was not universally acclaimed. Zabel apparently tried to escape, leaving
against the wishes of the king to visit her mother (Sybil) who was in a Hospitaller
fortress at Seleukia. Her father-in law Konstandin came after her, and rather than
cause further contention the Hospitallers handed over their fortress to the
Armenians, along with the queen.132 Cahen upholds the notion that this was a
forced marriage, asserting that it was probably not given ecclesiastical sanction
until 1240.133 After this episode, however, Zabel bore Hethoum three sons –
Leon, Thoros and Rupen – as well as five daughters.134

At this point, the royal line seemed secure, but gradually the Mongols were
bringing more pressure to bear on the Armenian kingdom of Cilicia. In 1253,
Hethoum made the journey to visit Mongke Khan, during which he placed the
kingdom under Mongol suzerainty. Marriage alliances with the Latins continued,
but as their power waned in the area to the south so the Armenians concentrated
their attention in northern Syria or looked elsewhere for alliances, especially to the
Lusignans of Cyprus.135 One of the more significant marriages to take place in
Hethoum’s reign was that of his daughter Euphemie, who married Julian of
Sidon, famous for supposedly losing his patrimony in a game of dice that resulted
in its sale to the Templars.136 A further daughter, Sybil, married Bohemond VI of
Antioch in 1254, probably after Louis IX had helped to mediate the dispute
between the latter and his mother, Lucienne of Segni, while he was encamped 
at Jaffa.137 Joinville does not explicitly mention the marriage, but it was an impor-
tant part of the transition to adulthood and would have supported the young
prince’s case in his bid for power. Even before the marriage Bohemond seems 
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to have favoured Armenian contacts. Joinville also recorded how he brought 
three Armenian pilgrims with him to Louis’s court; they were also musicians and
tumblers of consummate skill.138 Bohemond’s marriage to Sybil tied him into
Hethoum’s Mongol alliance, but he earned excommunication for his pains when
the Mongols forced him to introduce a Greek patriarch, Euthymios, to the city of
Antioch. The city itself – and most of the principality – had fallen by 1268.
Bohemond VI struggled on until 1275, while his young son Bohemond VII was
brought up in relative safety by his Armenian family in Cilicia. Sybil had a brief
stint as regent during the next two years. She installed Bartholomew, the Bishop
of Tortosa, as governor of Tripoli. He was an unpopular choice and the decision
provoked civil unrest until Bohemond VII was old enough to inherit in 1277. On
her son’s death in 1287 Sibyl was not deemed suitable to hold the reins of power.
The people of Tripoli argued that she was too grief-stricken to manage the city
effectively, and when she recalled the Bishop of Tortosa they rebelled and formed
an independent commune.139 In 1288, her daughter Lucienne of Apulia made a
bid for the title supported by her husband Narjot III of Toucy and the Hospitallers
of Acre, in the face of opposition from the commune and the Genoese. A peace
was negotiated but one year later her claim became a moot point when the city
fell to Sultan al-Malik al-Mansur. She escaped with her mother, Sybil of Armenia,
and Margaret of Antioch-Lusignan.140

Intermarriage between Armenian Christians and Latin newcomers was not just
a feature of an initial ‘phase’ enabling crusader settlement, but a continuing
practice that had increasingly significant effects as the power balance shifted in the
Near East. Dynastic matches between Latins and Armenians were concentrated 
in northern Syria and had the most immediate impact there, but the political
ramifications of those links spread to the rest of the Levant, and even to Europe
as the Armenians of Cilicia became players on the European diplomatic stage
during the later twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. In subsequent years their
role in the Mediterranean became even more pronounced as intermarriage with
the Lusignan dynasty cemented their position in Cyprus. Marriage alliances helped
to secure good relations to a point, but relied on the successful fulfilment of terms,
the proper behaviour of marriage spouses, and provision for the succession. In the
case of the latter, the willingness of the nobility to support candidates was
essential, but so was the elimination of potential competition, as Rüdt-Collenberg
suggests.141

Marriage was a dangerous game, in which the players were not above sacrificing
the occasional dynastic ‘pawn’ when it suited them. There is little doubt that initial
dynastic alliances benefited crusaders in their early attempts to settle northern
Syria and allowed Armenian lords to secure their position in the face of threats
from Byzantium and from Seljuk Turks, but only with varying degrees of suc-
cess. The settlers lost Edessa not long after Cilicia was briefly consumed by the
Byzantine Empire under John Comnenus. As tensions between settler groups
became more pronounced in the later twelfth and early thirteenth centuries,
marital alliances with the increasingly powerful Armenians were insufficient to the
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task of providing stable political regimes for society in northern Syria. During this
period the rulers of Armenian Cilicia fostered a degree of political unity and
successfully maintained their protected mountain fortresses, but they were unable
to extend that power. Cilicia remained an enticing strategic goal for ambitious
Antiochenes, Mongols and Mamluks alike. In the worst circumstances, an unsuc-
cessful or overly ambitious dynastic policy such as that of Leon I only narrowly
avoided severe consequences. The succession he envisaged was compromised
because neither Latin nor Armenian society was willing to accept the suzerainty
of the other. The resulting civil war drained resources on both sides, which
damaged the chances of Latin and Armenian survival in the Levant and stimulated
further discord among the divergent Christian groups struggling to coexist in the
Holy Land during the thirteenth century.
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5

NATIONAL IDENTITY,
LANGUAGE AND CONFLICT 

IN THE CRUSADES TO 
THE HOLY LAND, 

1096–11921

Alan V. Murray

Who ever heard so many different languages in a single army? For
amongst it there were Franciens, Flemings, Frisians, Gauls, Allobroges,
Lotharingians, Swabians, Bavarians, Normans, Englishmen, Scots,
Aquitanians, Italians, Danes, Apulians, Iberians, Bretons, Greeks and
Armenians. If any Breton or German had wished to question me, I would
not have known how to reply. Yet, despite the diversity of our tongues,
we seemed to be brothers united under God.2

Thus Fulcher of Chartres, writing the first version of his Jerusalemite History
around the year 1106, chose to describe the response of Christendom to the call
to crusade proclaimed by Pope Urban II at the Council of Clermont in 1095. He
gives this catalogue of peoples to make the point that the linguistic diversity of
the crusaders was unimportant, because they were united in a common purpose
which was overseen and directed by God. Fulcher had been a participant in the
First Crusade and subsequently chaplain to King Baldwin I of Jerusalem, and it is
scarcely surprising that his work should reflect a sense of wonder about the great
events through which he had lived. Even other contemporaries who had not been
participants made similar statements to express the idea that divine direction and
providence were the only possible explanation for the eventual triumph of a
relatively small, diverse and often fractious army against a series of numerically
superior enemies.3 Yet at around the same time that Fulcher was writing, a rather
different perspective of the same events was being formulated by another French
cleric. In his own account of the crusade, Guibert, abbot of the monastery of
Nogent-sous-Coucy, recalled an occasion when a certain archdeacon of the
bishopric of Mainz had talked dismissively of the French king and people.
According to his own testimony, Guibert had replied to the German archdeacon:
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If you think them so lazy and feeble that you can denigrate a name
celebrated as far as the Indian Ocean, then tell me: who was it that Pope
Urban turned to for help against the Turks? To whom but the French?
If they had not taken the lead with their diligence and fearless strength
to stop the advance of the barbarian peoples, there would have been no
help forthcoming from your Germans, whose name was not even to be
heard there.4

Fulcher and Guibert were both natives of northern France, educated clerics writing
in Latin. Yet the quotations cited seem to exemplify two diametrically opposed
views of the significance of national and linguistic diversity in the genesis of the
crusade movement. Fulcher’s understanding of the crusade and its success derives
from the fact that it was an enterprise which united Christians despite their
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diversity; Guibert stresses national divisions by exalting the part played by one
nation, the French, at the expense of another, the Germans. In some cases denigra-
tion of other nationalities occurred even when writers accepted their contribution
to crusading. The English historian William of Malmesbury was impressed by the
fact that crusaders came from the farthest reaches of Christendom to answer the
appeal of Pope Urban II, yet he could not resist the opportunity to take a dig 
at the inhabitants of peripheral countries, who were in his opinion uncivilised
compared to those of the Anglo-Norman realm:

There was no people so remote and so isolated that it did not take part.
For this love did not only affect the Mediterranean provinces; all who
lived in the most remote islands or in the barbarian countries heard the
name of Christ. The Welshman left his hunting, the Scotsman left his
familiarity with fleas; the Dane gave up his permanent drinking sessions,
and the Norwegian abandoned his raw fish.5

To the modern historian looking back on the period of the crusades to the Holy
Land, it must seem that it was Fulcher’s understanding, rather than Guibert’s,
which corresponded to the spirit of Pope Urban’s conception of a great popular
movement which would unite Western Christendom, irrespective of national
divisions, in order to liberate Eastern Christendom from Turkish rule. Yet,
paradoxically, as this chapter aims to demonstrate, there is much evidence to show
that the mindset exemplified by Guibert took root and flourished over the course
of the following three centuries, and indeed into the modern period. When the
palace of Versailles was renovated by the French monarchy in 1839, a Salle des
croisades was planned as a monument to the French families whose ancestors had
taken part in the crusades; eventually a much extended crusade gallery had been
designed to accommodate the great number of illustrations and coats of arms of
actual, putative and invented crusaders whose claims were put forward, many of
them supported by forged documents.6 Most historical scholarship was less crass
than this, but it is noticeable how much of the nineteenth-century research on the
crusades was intended to record and thus glorify the contribution of individual
countries to the movement.

From the evidence of texts such as those written by Fulcher, Guibert, William
and many others we can accept that certain sections of medieval society were
conscious of belonging to a particular nation. We can define national identity as
a sentiment or sense which defined membership of a nation according to certain
common characteristics. National identity could apply to a group to which an
individual believed himself or herself to belong, just as it could serve to define
those who did not belong. It could thus establish a sense of solidarity among those
who subscribed to it, but also produce or reinforce a sense of difference from other
nations, and in some circumstances might even be a source of conflict between
different nations. One of the features that made many crusade expeditions
different from other types of military campaign was that they brought together
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large numbers of people not only from different nations, but from all classes of
society in joint enterprises in a way that rarely occurred in other contexts in the
Middle Ages. The aim of this chapter is to explore the relationship between the
idea and practice of crusading, on the one hand, and concepts and manifestations
of national identity, on the other, within the multinational or multi-regional
crusade armies in the period between the Council of Clermont in 1095 and the
Treaty of Jaffa, which concluded the Third Crusade in 1192.

Nations, kingdoms and languages at the time of 
the crusades

Guibert of Nogent couches his anecdote in terms of an opposition and rivalry
between French and Germans, nationalities which are, of course, familiar to us
today, but we must be careful not to imagine medieval nations as possessing the
same or even necessarily similar defining characteristics as those which bear their
names in the modern world.7 At the time of the First Crusade, medieval
Christendom regarded the known world as being inhabited by different ethnic
groups: in the written sources which have come down to us, these might be
described variously as nationes (nations), populi (peoples) or, just as (if not more)
frequently, gentes (races or tribes). In practice these terms were largely used
interchangeably, most often in the sense of ‘nations’ or ‘peoples’, and this chapter
will not attempt to make significant distinctions between them.8

Nations were believed to possess various defining characteristics. A repre-
sentative view of these was given at the beginning of the tenth century by Abbot
Regino of Prüm, who in a much-quoted passage described how the diverse
peoples of Christendom varied with regard to descent, customs, language and
laws.9 Medieval people tended to have a fond belief that such characteristics were
immutable and that therefore national communities were of great antiquity. In
fact, we know that the diverse peoples and political entities of the Migration
period and the early Middle Ages varied greatly over time in their ethnic com-
position.10 Indeed, many modern historians have been reluctant to use the term
‘race’ as a translation for the Latin gens, since it implies an idea of biological
descent, as well as having numerous unfortunate connotations of misuse in more
recent history. Yet common descent is precisely what most of those medieval
people who considered the question believed, or affected to believe, and the
period between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries saw a huge increase in the
composition of stories in both Latin and vernaculars that described the descent of
peoples from ancient ancestors or ancestral groups.11

One of the main reasons for the increase in the writing and elaboration of origin
stories was that accounts of ancient migrations and conquests could be used to
provide legitimation for political claims at the time of their composition, since 
it was commonly held that there was a congruence of national and political
identities, and one salient characteristic of a nation was that it had some sort of
political organisation which encapsulated customs and law. However, the vagaries
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of history meant that by the time of the First Crusade, there was often no clear
correspondence between political units and ethnic communities, with the result
that, as Susan Reynolds has persuasively argued, the existence of a kingdom was
increasingly being regarded as the most important defining feature of a nation,
often outweighing other factors which might have been considered more impor-
tant in earlier times.12 Thus, by 1200, there was a clear sense of a nationality
encompassing the entire kingdom of Scotland, even though an earlier age had
defined its territory as being occupied by different peoples. The nationality that
was defined by the existence of a kingdom even outweighed obvious linguistic
differences; its inhabitants were perceived as Scots, even though the majority of
them were divided between speakers of Gaelic and various Anglian dialects (the
ancestors of the Scots language), and ruled over by a predominantly French-
speaking elite.

The kingdom of the High Middle Ages was increasingly regarded and func-
tioned as the principal institution which defined both a political and ethnic
community. As Reynolds has expressed it, ‘kingdoms and peoples came to seem
identical – not invariably, but sufficiently often for the coincidence of the two to
seem the norm to contemporaries’.13 At the time of the early crusades the vast
majority of Christians were the subjects of some twenty kingdoms. Seventeen of
these were in existence in 1095: Germany (whose ruler was also King of Italy and
Burgundy), France, England, Scotland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Castile-
León, Navarre, Aragon, Bohemia, Poland, Hungary, Rus’ and Byzantium. In the
following century kingdoms were also established in Sicily, Portugal, and – as a
result of the First Crusade – Jerusalem. The kings of Germany (through their
authority as emperor, crowned as such by the pope) and the rulers of Byzantium
claimed a super-regnal status.14 Even the city-states of northern Italy formally
belonged to the kingdom of Italy and ultimately derived their authority from the
monarch or his representatives, such as archbishops and bishops.

Some of these kings were by no means as powerful as other rulers who were
technically their subjects: for example, at the end of the twelfth century the King
of France was often hard put to challenge the power of the Duke of Normandy
(not least because the duke was also king of England) or the Count of Flanders,
and it is no coincidence that during this period Normans and Flemings maintained
a sense of being peoples who were separate from the French.15 However, kings
did have one great advantage: they were distinguished from other rulers by their
coronation and associated sacral attributes such as anointing with sacred oil, which
functioned as a recognition of their place in a divinely established order. It was
felt that the king was owed a loyalty by his people and church that was different
from, and superior to, obligations to lesser institutions. The complex of authority
conferred by coronation was the reason why so many rulers who lacked a royal
title were keen to acquire it.

The normative status of the kingdom as a governmental form can be seen in
the context of the early crusades and the establishment of Latin principalities in
Syria and Palestine, or, as these regions were known to contemporaries, Outremer.
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The crusaders who conquered Palestine in 1099 regarded it as constituting a
regnum (kingdom), but its first ruler, Godfrey of Bouillon, did not adopt the title
of king, probably because of the crusaders’ belief that this regnum belonged to
Christ.16 Yet Godfrey’s dispute with the first patriarch, Daimbert of Pisa, over the
sovereignty of Jerusalem led to a situation where his brother and successor,
Baldwin I, insisted on a royal coronation and title as a public sign that he was a
ruler independent of any ecclesiastical authority.17 Contemporaries also had
similar expectations of non-Christian peoples with regard to governmental forms.
In his great history of Outremer written in the 1180s, the chronicler William of
Tyre provides a rather fanciful account of how the Turks spent years wandering
until they settled in Persia, but fled the oppression of the Persian ruler, fearing
that they would be unable to overcome him because they had no king ‘as was the
custom among other peoples’. Only after the election of the eponymous ancestor
Seljuk as king were they able to conquer Persia, and eventually all the lands of the
Middle East.18

As well as providing a sacral, ideological focus for loyalty and identity, kingdoms
formed a concrete mechanism of government with which the upper echelons of
society, both lay and ecclesiastical, had to interact. We must remember that ideas
of national identity were primarily – although by no means exclusively – embodied
and expressed by a relatively small political class: kings and great magnates and
their many vassals, officials, jurists and other advisors; bishops, abbots and mem-
bers of cathedral chapters; and the patriciates of urbanised areas. These were the
people who enforced laws, who made alliances and directed wars, who attended
courts, councils and coronations, and who patronised the writing of history and
literature and constituted – directly or indirectly – the consumers of such writing.
Of course, many urban communities, such as the towns of Lombardy or Flanders,
were developing precocious ideas of at least regional identity and solidarity, which
often extended to a complete citizen body; but in the normal course of events,
individuals and communities further down the social scale and relatively distant
from the movers and shakers of political life were far less concerned with issues of
national identity, apart from extraordinary circumstances, such as invasion, where
they might actually be confronted with hostile forces belonging to a different
nationality.

In such circumstances, language might well be seen as the main feature which
differentiated friends from foes. It has always been a significant marker of national
identity, but we must be careful not to project assumptions and circumstances
current in the modern world back to the Middle Ages. The nationalisms of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries identified linguistic identity as the primary
criterion used to define inhabitants of a particular territory as loyal and committed
citizens of a state, or of a putative state. Each state required its own language, 
and within that state only one language was accepted as the medium of govern-
ment, military service, education, commerce and culture. After the break-up of
the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires in 1918 and the collapse of the Soviet
Union and its Warsaw Pact allies in the late 1980s and early 1990s, new states
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emerged which had never previously figured on the map of Europe, defined in
their territorial extent primarily by the settlement patterns of a given predominant
language.

In medieval Europe attitudes were rather different, at least from the perspec-
tives of monarchs and elites. As we have seen in the case of Scotland, kingdoms
could easily accommodate different languages within their communities. Indeed,
diverse languages were seen as a source of strength, and kings of Hungary,
Bohemia and Poland, for example, encouraged Germans and Walloons to settle
for the skills that they would bring to their new homes, and German-speaking
linguistic islands survived in these countries for hundreds of years.19 Yet linguistic
diversity was not only a product of economic advantage, but was often accorded
a central place in political life. Thus the chronicler Johannes of Viktring records
the enthronement ceremony of the Duke of Carinthia in 1286, which involved
the duke being questioned as to his suitability by a Slavic-speaking free peasant.
This ritual originated at a time when the duchy was almost completely Slavic in
character, but it continued to be performed long after the ruling dynasty, the
political and ecclesiastical elites and a large section of the population had adopted
the German language.20 At the other end of Christendom almost forty years
before, part of the enthronement ceremony of Alexander III of Scotland was the
recital in Gaelic by a seanachaidh (reciter of tales) of the king’s genealogy back to
his remote ancestor Iber Scot.21

One reason why monarchs and elites in the West were more comfortable with
linguistic diversity than other social groups was that they were regularly con-
fronted with the essential place of the Latin language alongside their own
vernaculars as a vehicle of administration, the law and worship as well as much of
the historiographical and imaginative literature they patronised. In some king-
doms the sociolinguistic situation was more complex than the simple diglossia of
Latin and vernacular. After 1066 England was trilingual, with a French dialect
(Anglo-Norman) in everyday use by the governing elite, English dialects spoken
(but rarely written) by the bulk of the populace, and Latin as the language of the
Church and of civil and ecclesiastical administration. In the kingdom of Sicily,
which included much of the southern Italian mainland, the situation was even
more complicated. The population comprised speakers of Arabic, Greek and
Romance (i.e. a proto-Italian dialect), with a ruling class whose predominantly
Norman origin meant that, at least initially, it used French, while the royal
chancery worked with and issued documents in Greek, Arabic and Latin.22 These
cases of multilingualism were by no means a source of weakness, and both
England and Sicily were remarkable for the efficiency of their administrations as
well as the fiscal strength and royal power that these helped to support. We should
not assume that kings and nobles necessarily had fluency in Latin or vernaculars
other than their own mother tongues; the essential point is that they would
invariably have access to those who did.

Merchants, pedlars, sailors and others who followed mobile or itinerant
professions had incentives to acquire knowledge of additional tongues, but in their
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everyday lives the broad mass of the European population, the absolute majority
of whom lived and worked on the land, would rarely have been confronted with
speakers of a different language unless they lived close to a linguistic frontier or 
in an area containing a linguistic minority, or if they faced a foreign invasion. 
The significance of the crusades in this respect is their character (at least until 
the late twelfth century) as mass movements: the appeal of Pope Urban II was
primarily directed to those social groups which had traditionally been accustomed
to waging war – that is, nobles and knights – but the status of the crusade as a
penitential pilgrimage meant that it was difficult to prevent the participation of
non-combatants belonging to both sexes and all classes. Over the course of the
subsequent two centuries the crusade movement threw together many different
sections of society outwith political elites and military classes, with the effect that
large numbers of people were suddenly confronted with strangers of different
nationalities and languages in a manner that rarely occurred in the normal course
of their lives, in enterprises in which they were all expected to work and fight
together for the good of Christendom as a whole.

Nationality, regional identity and language in the 
First Crusade

Of the entire crusade movement, the campaign which brought forth the broadest
response in social and geographical terms was the First Crusade, whose forces left
their homes in 1096 and reached Jerusalem in 1099.23 However, it did not
include any kings, although their status would have made them the most obvious
military leaders. The most powerful monarch in the West was Henry IV, Holy
Roman Emperor and King of Italy and Burgundy, but he was involved in a
relentless struggle with the papacy over control of the Church in his dominions.
King Philip I of France had been excommunicated because of adultery shortly
before the crusade and was unacceptable to the papacy as a participant, although
his brother, Count Hugh of Vermandois, took part.24

The groups usually known as the ‘People’s Crusades’ comprised participants
from northern and central France, western Germany, Lombardy and England.
Most of these broke up or were dispersed long before they reached Constantinople,
and only a minority reached Asia Minor under the charismatic leader Peter the
Hermit.25 In the better-ordered expeditions which kept to the official departure
date of 15 August, crusaders from different parts of the West clustered around the
leadership of regional magnates: the great dukes, counts and princes of France,
western Germany and southern Italy. For most of the campaign each of these
contingents marched, foraged and fought as separate units, coming together only
for major battles and sieges. At various points in the campaign, the success of the
crusade was hampered and even jeopardised as a result of quarrels between
individual leaders, supported by their military retinues: these included disputes
between the Apulian prince Tancred and Baldwin of Boulogne, the future King of
Jerusalem, over possession of the port of Tarsus in Cilicia; between Raymond 
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of Saint-Gilles and Bohemund over the city of Antioch and, later, territories beyond
the Orontes; and between Raymond and Godfrey of Bouillon over the rulership of
Jerusalem and, subsequently, the possession of the town of Ascalon in southern
Palestine.26

Historians of the crusade have rarely asked whether any of these or other
disputes may have been exacerbated or even driven by factors of national, regional
or linguistic identity and difference. The great majority of the crusaders who
reached Asia Minor originated from the kingdom of France, but this does not
imply any linguistic unity. It is now commonplace in both academic and popular
histories of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century France to state that on the eve of
the great revolution of 1789, less than half the population spoke a language that
could be recognised as French. By the later Middle Ages the dialect of Paris and
the Ile-de-France (known as Francien) had acquired a prestige above any other
variety of French as the language of the royal court and the university of Paris. By
the eighteenth century Parisian French was recognised as the universal language
of diplomacy and polite society, yet travellers regularly reported difficulties in
understanding and being understood in the French provinces.27 If this was the
situation on the cusp of the modern era, how much less standardisation – and thus
communication – must there have been centuries before the printing press, regular
coach services and the Académie Française?

Of course, the kingdom of the Capetian and Valois dynasties was considerably
smaller than the France of Louis XVI or Napoleon. Yet even if we disregard those
parts of the hexagon that were not part of the medieval kingdom of France, there
were still substantial numbers of speakers of non-Romance languages: Breton in
Brittany, Basque in the south-west, Catalan in the south-east and Flemish in the
extreme north. Most of the Romance-speaking area between these extremes
actually belonged to three distinct languages. The tongues of Gascony, Limousin,
Auvergne, Languedoc and Provence were various dialects of Occitan (also known
as Provençal or langue d’oc), while to the east of this area the language of most of
the kingdom of Burgundy was Franco-Provençal. The majority of those who
accompanied Raymond of Saint-Gilles (probably the largest single contingent in
the First Crusade) originated from Occitan-speaking regions. The language of the
northern two-thirds of France was (Old) French proper, sometimes known as the
langue d’oil, in contrast to the langue d’oc of the south, after their respective words
for ‘yes’. Northern and central France, together with neighbouring French-
speaking parts of Lotharingia in the kingdom of Germany, provided the armies
which accompanied Count Hugh of Vermandois, Count Stephen of Blois and
Duke Robert of Normandy, and many of the followers of Count Robert of
Flanders and Godfrey of Bouillon. However, the latter two armies also included
speakers of Flemish and Low and High German, while Bohemund’s troops, most
of whom were Norman knights with their Lombard followers, must have
predominantly spoken Norman French and Italian.

There seems to be an unspoken assumption on the part of historians that
communication between the different language groups within the First Crusade
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armies was never a problem, since the issue is never raised in any of the standard
modern histories. Yet Fulcher’s comment on the different languages found within
the armies highlights the fact that monoglots from different linguistic com-
munities could not communicate with each other. Communication may not have
constituted a major difficulty as far as most military and administrative issues were
concerned. The members of the political classes of different nationalities, as
previously defined, probably could speak or at least understand some form of
northern French, or had access to those who could; after all, many of them, such
as Robert of Flanders and Godfrey, had followers from both Romance- and
Germanic-speaking areas. If bilingual individuals were not present in a given
situation, most of the clerics could probably communicate by means of Latin, the
international language of the Church. However, such mechanisms did not apply
to the rank and file. For the vast majority of their speakers, French, Occitan and
Franco-Provençal were not mutually comprehensible, and nor would Flemish,
German, Catalan and Italian have been understood.28 Even speakers of French
from a given region might not necessarily be able to understand those from 
other dialect areas. The Norman dialect, for example, contained many words of
Scandinavian origin that were unknown to other varieties. It also shared with
Picard several phonological peculiarities, such as initial k- (before a) where the 
Ile-de-France, Champagne and elsewhere had ch-, a distinction that has pro-
duced modern English castle in contrast to French château from earlier chastel.29

Peasants or townspeople who had only ever communicated with their immediate
neighbours until they joined the crusade would not necessarily have understood
those born hundreds of miles away, despite using forms of what linguists now
define as the same language.

Part of the difficulty in interpreting the depiction of different nationalities and
linguistic affiliations in the narrative sources derives from the ambiguities of the
term Franci, a name which derived from the ethnonym of the Frankish people of
the Migration period. In theory, Franci could refer to the entire population of the
kingdom of France. However, the diminished authority of the king in the two
centuries before the First Crusade and the powers of the great feudatories meant
that it was most often applied to those French who inhabited the areas north of
the River Loire, and often excluded some groups with a strong ethnic identity,
such as Normans or Bretons. It might also be used in an even more restricted
sense, for the inhabitants of the Ile-de-France.30 However, another meaning
became common in the course of the crusade, in that the crusaders seem to have
adopted a group designation originally applied to them by Byzantines and
Muslims: that is, Frangoi in Greek and al-Ifranj in Arabic. This term, which
ultimately derived from the ethnonym of the Franks, was applied by Easterners to
Latin Christians in general, and rendered as Franci in the Latin of the crusade
narratives.31 So it is sometimes difficult to know whether the writers of these works
were referring to inhabitants of France or to the crusaders in general when they
used the term. Sometimes authors resorted to the composite noun Francigenae
(literally ‘those born in France’) when they wished to refer to the French, but in
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general they seem to have been overwhelmed by the popularity of Franci as the
general term for crusaders.32

However, the narrative sources suggest that those from the north of France
perceived themselves as being different from southerners. The followers of
Raymond of Saint-Gilles were regularly designated by other crusaders as
Provinciales, that is ‘Provençals’, even though only a minority of these people
actually originated in the marquisate of Provence.33 Raymond of Aguilers, the
author closest in sentiment to the count and his followers, explains that all those
from Burgundy, Auvergne, Gascony and Gothia (i.e. the former Gothic area of
Septimania around Narbonne) were called Provençals, and the others French
(Francigenae), while the crusaders as a whole were known as Franks. There was
no political unity among the regions listed by Raymond at this point, and he seems
to be offering an explanation for a usage which is foreign to him. The most likely
explanation for the term Provençals was that it was adopted by the French speakers
of the north as a blanket designation for all those who spoke Occitan and Franco-
Provençal dialects and who were much less readily understood by the majority of
the crusaders.34

In cases of dispute, it would be natural for crusaders who shared a language 
or dialect to rally together to support their leader against others of a different
linguistic affiliation. In 1097, Bohemund’s nephew Tancred was disputing
possession of the port of Tarsus in Cilicia with Baldwin, brother of Godfrey of
Bouillon, and had actually besieged Baldwin’s followers. Tancred’s men were
French-speaking Normans and Italian-speaking Lombards from southern Italy.
Baldwin’s troops must have been borrowed from his two brothers, Godfrey of
Bouillon and Eustace III of Boulogne; it is likely that they formed the nucleus of
the group later known as the comitatus Baldewini, and included many Flemish
speakers from the county of Boulogne. The balance was tipped in favour of
Baldwin by the arrival of an expedition of corsairs from Flanders, Frisia and
Antwerp, who provided some 300 troops to assist his forces on the land. The
leader of this association was one Winemer, who originated from the county of
Boulogne. Yet while he evidently regarded himself as a subject of Baldwin, son of
Count Eustace II of Boulogne, this did not necessarily apply to the majority of
his followers. A key factor in this dispute was a linguistic affiliation between
speakers of Germanic dialects spoken from Frisia as far south as Boulogne,
Dunkerque and Guînes in the Pas-de-Calais.35 As Albert of Aachen states, once
Baldwin’s men and the corsairs had recognised the speech of the other side, they
made a treaty of alliance.36

The greatest number of disputes involving the leaders of the crusade were those
involving Raymond of Saint-Gilles and other magnates. The Count of Toulouse
seemed to possess a talent for antagonising his fellow princes, probably because
he was set on establishing a principality for himself in the East, something he
attempted on at least five occasions: disputing possession of Antioch with
Bohemund, then trying to control the area known as the Jabal al-Summaq east of
the Orontes; disputing possession of Jerusalem and then Ascalon with Godfrey,
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before finally establishing a territory around Tripoli. Raymond was clearly a man
of ambition, and he tended to take a more pro-Byzantine attitude compared to
his fellow commanders. There were also grudges about money. Raymond was
criticised for being greedy for tribute from the Muslim cities of the coast, while
afterwards he attempted to take Tancred and his men into his own service, but
failed to remunerate Tancred according to his expectations.37 A final matter of
contention was Raymond’s continuing belief in the Holy Lance found at Antioch
long after this relic had been discredited in the eyes of the majority of crusade
leaders.38

The rivalries involving Raymond and his followers are also significant in a
linguistic context. It is surely no coincidence that he and his large army, made up
mainly of speakers of Occitan dialects (and probably including some speakers of
Catalan and Franco-Provençal), often found themselves in opposition to the other
contingents, most of whose members spoke northern dialects of French. Indeed,
the most acrimonious and enduring disputes of the southerners were with two
groups at the other end of the linguistic spectrum: the Norman-Italian contingent
from Apulia, Calabria and Sicily, and the mixed French-, Flemish- and German-
speaking army of Godfrey of Bouillon.

Not all the disputes during the crusade were driven by ambitions of the leaders.
For those who were literally lower down the food chain, securing enough to eat
was far more important than grand designs, above all during the siege and counter-
siege of Antioch from the winter of 1097–8 through to the following summer,
which formed the most critical period of the entire crusade.39 As available supplies
were used up, it became common for bands of crusaders to scour the surrounding
countryside looking for food. These foraging parties seem to have comprised
smaller units than the entire contingents commanded by princes, and it is striking
that they were organised on regional or linguistic lines. Ralph of Caen tells of an
incident when foragers from Bohemund’s army came into conflict with others from
southern France, saying that when fighting broke out, those who spoke the same
language fought together, while others might be attacked because of the language
they spoke, even though they were innocent. He goes on to explain that ‘those
from Narbonne, Auvergne, Gascony and all of the Provençal people’ took one side,
while ‘the Apulians were supported by the remainder of the French [literally ‘of
Gaul’], especially the Normans’, while others, such as Bretons and Swabians, held
to those who spoke their languages.40 Here we have a case of Occitan speakers
fighting against French speakers, with language functioning as an immediate badge
of identity. A similar incident occurred after the crusaders had gained control of
Antioch. One section of the walls was guarded by Germans, who were used to
keeping watch at night and sleeping by day. The Turks discovered this pattern and
launched an attack in daytime, and were beaten back only when the Germans were
rescued by other crusaders. Once the city was secure again, the latter – who must
have been predominantly French-speaking – made their feelings known by
parading through the streets, shouting, ‘The Germans are shit,’ a sentiment which
Ralph of Caen gleefully recorded in Latin verse.41
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Many members of the classes of lords and knights seem to have had little
difficulty in transferring their loyalties between leaders. We know, for example,
that among the men who made up the household of Godfrey of Bouillon during
his short rule in Palestine, there were several who had originally left Europe with
Bohemund or Raymond of Saint-Gilles.42 Such people had simply acted in a 
way that was common among a social group characterised by feudo-vassalic ties,
seeking new lords in order to better their own conditions. However, for the broad
mass of the crusaders, antipathies between the different contingents drew on
national or regional loyalties, in which linguistic affiliation played a predominant
part. Language was an explicit test of loyalty, whether disputes derived from
rivalries between leaders, or whether they originated in resentments within the
broad mass of crusaders.

Crusading and the Holy Land in the twelfth century

Crusaders from all parts of Western Christendom settled in the Holy Land after
the First Crusade and in the course of the twelfth century, but the majority seemed
to have originated in northern France.43 Certainly, irrespective of the origins of
the population, and the possibility that some groups of settlers may have retained
their own languages for a generation or so (as is common among immigrant
communities), the language that established itself as the main vehicle of com-
munication among the European settlers was a northern variety of Old French,
although it should be stressed that linguistic investigations of the French lan-
guage of the Levant are still in their infancy.44 Yet, despite their own diversity, the
settlers of all four principalities of Outremer seem to have regarded themselves as
a single nationality, known as Franci (or sometimes Latini) in Latin and Francs
in French.45

John of Würzburg, a German pilgrim who visited the Holy Land in the third
quarter of the twelfth century, was struck by the number of settlers from different
parts of France who were represented among the population of Jerusalem, but was
shocked by how few Germans he could find.46 He was even more concerned about
the memory of the part played in the capture of the Holy City by the Germans,
among whom he counted Duke Godfrey, fearing that their heroic deeds had been
forgotten and ascribed only to the French. As a concrete example he cited the 
case of a German soldier called Wigger or Wicher, claiming that the inscription
on his grave in the church of the Holy Sepulchre had been erased and replaced 
by another referring to ‘some French soldier’. He produced his own epitaph
characterising Wigger and his companions as ‘not French, but Franconians’, and
consoled himself with the thought that if enough Germans had settled in the
kingdom of Jerusalem, its frontiers would have stretched as far as the Nile.47

John of Würzburg was, however, correct in one respect, namely that very few
Germans settled in the Holy Land. Those who are known were, like Wigger,
followers of Godfrey of Bouillon, and they are not known to have been joined by
significant numbers of compatriots up to the time that John went to Palestine 
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as a pilgrim. It was only after the Third Crusade that we can find several high-
status individuals from Germany who settled there, presumably with followers:
Otto of Botenlauben, Wener of Eguisheim and Berthold of Nimburg and his
son.48 This observation raises the question of the relative contribution of different
nationalities to the crusades to the Holy Land in the two centuries following its
recovery by the First Crusade.

The organisation and structure of crusading underwent fairly rapid develop-
ment soon after the inception of the movement. The popular crusades of 1096,
disorganised bands led by charismatic leaders, had given way to better-organised
forces which accepted the leadership of great secular magnates. The expeditions
of 1101, which can be seen as delayed waves of the First Crusade, were similarly
organised, with armies following the leadership of secular and ecclesiastical
magnates such as William IX, Duke of Aquitaine, William II, Count of Nevers,
Welf IV, Duke of Bavaria, and Anselm, Archbishop of Milan.49 Thereafter,
crusades were increasingly led by kings, who could mobilise financial resources
which were not available to most of their vassals; this factor became especially
important because of the costs of travelling to the East by sea, which was undoubt-
edly the preferred form of passage by the late twelfth century and the sole form
employed after 1197.

The importance of kings as leaders of crusades extended beyond their borders,
and it was common for crusaders from the smaller kingdoms to join contingents
from the greater ones, accepting the leadership of foreign monarchs. Thus Danes
and Bohemians often joined up with crusaders from Germany, as occurred during
the Second and Third Crusades, while Scots tended to follow the kings of France
or England.50

The relatively small numbers of Scots, Danes and others meant that there were
few conflicts between them and their host nationalities on crusade. The authority
that kings were accorded meant that they were able to exercise a much greater
discipline among their followers than the diverse leaders of the early crusades, and
they tended to travel separately to the East. We can observe little in the way of
national disputes during the Second Crusade, in which the armies of Conrad III of
Germany and Louis VII marched separately and came to grief separately, although
this did not prevent Odo of Deuil, the French chronicler of the expedition,
complaining of the Germans’ aggressiveness, ignorance and predilection to plunder
on Byzantine territory.51

The Third Crusade also saw separate hosts led by Emperor Frederick Barbarossa,
King Richard the Lionheart of England and King Philip II Augustus of France set
off to defend the few settlements left in Frankish hands after the great conquests
of Saladin in 1187. The Yorkshire parson Roger of Howden, who accompanied
Richard, commented on the diversity of the response in Latin verses reminiscent
of the words of Fulcher of Chartres describing the First Crusade a century before:

They march toward the East bearing the Cross
And taking all of the West with them:
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They lead an army diverse in language, rites, customs and manners,
But one which is fervent in faith.52

Yet the Third Crusade differed significantly from the expeditions of 1096–1101
in its composition. Since Richard and Philip travelled by sea, they were able to
exclude many of the popular elements, while Frederick Barbarossa imposed 
strict regulations to ensure that participants were adequately financed and well
equipped. This all meant that, compared to the masses who had left the West a
century before, the Third Crusade contained a higher proportion of lords, knights
and other fighting men and their ancillaries, such as grooms. This factor undoubt-
edly contributed to the phenomenon that national and regional differences during
the campaign in Palestine found expression not in terms of language, but of
allegiance to the royal commanders. Most of the German expedition returned
home after the death of Barbarossa, and the minority who remained in the East
were left leaderless after his son Frederick of Swabia succumbed to disease; these
Germans played a fairly modest role, as did the small contingents of Danes and
Frisians.53 Richard’s followers originated from all of the Angevin domains and
satellites: England, Normandy, Anjou, Poitou and Brittany; in the sources they
tend to be described as ‘English and Normans’ or simply ‘Normans’, and are thus
distinguished from the ‘French’ (Franci), who were subjects of King Philip.54 So
while the great majority of crusaders spoke French, the main loyalty of most of
them was to one or other of the two kings.

Had he survived to reach the Holy Land, the status of Frederick Barbarossa as
Holy Roman Emperor might well have given him a pre-eminent position in the
direction of the crusade, but as events turned out the entire campaign was
bedevilled by opposition between the kings of France and England, heirs to a
long-standing rivalry over control of the Angevin domains on the continent.
Philip arrived in Palestine before Richard, and for some time was accorded
considerable authority by the Franks of Outremer and crusaders alike, but his
pretensions to leadership were soon eclipsed by the dynamism and superior
financial resources of the Lionheart.55 The fault lines between the Angevin and
the Capetian monarchies rapidly extended to take in the Italian maritime states as
well as the two rival claimants to the throne of Jerusalem, with Richard and the
crusaders from Normandy, Anjou, Poitou, England and Pisa supporting the
Poitevin king of Jerusalem, Guy of Lusignan, and Philip, the French and Genoa
supporting Guy’s Lombard rival, Conrad of Montferrat. This binary division
hampered a combined effort, and even led to open warfare between members of
the two factions at Acre in 1192.56

The return of Philip to France in mid-campaign, leaving the French crusaders
under the command of Hugh, Duke of Burgundy, meant that Richard exercised
undisputed leadership. Yet even though he was careful to try to associate Hugh
and other French leaders in decision-making, and provided them with con-
siderable financial support after most of their own funds ran out, the rivalries
persisted, exacerbated by the continuing machinations of Conrad and his attempt
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to bolster his ambitions by marrying Isabella, the heiress to the kingdom of
Jerusalem. The withdrawal of the French from the crusade forces at Jaffa and
Ascalon during the advance south led to understandable resentment on the part
of Richard’s forces, who took the French to task for giving themselves up to excess
in taverns and brothels while more sober and upright crusaders attended to their
duties. The murder of Conrad of Montferrat eventually allowed a resolution of
the conflict over the throne of Jerusalem by the election of Henry, Count 
of Champagne, who as a nephew of both Richard and Philip was acceptable to 
both sides and thus regarded suitable as a husband for Isabella of Jerusalem.
Nevertheless, the fractious nature of the entire campaign had done little for the
papal idea that the kings of the West should set aside their differences and fight
together for the common good of Christendom. The English author of the
Itinerarium Peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi criticised the Franci (French)
for their laziness, fickleness and arrogance, contrasting them unfavourably with
the Franci (Franks) of Charlemagne, who had won victories over Saracens and
pagans in Spain, Saxony and Calabria.57

Epilogue: the First Crusade and national histories

The failure of the Third Crusade to liberate Jerusalem from Muslim control did
nothing to dampen enthusiasm for crusading; if anything, it spurred Christendom
on to greater efforts, and the thirteenth century would see just as many cru-
sades as the twelfth. Failure also concentrated the minds of contemporaries.
Contemplating the stalemate in Palestine in 1192, our English author mused
about how his contemporaries compared with those who had brought the First
Crusade to a successful conclusion:

These were not like the pilgrims who were once on the expedition to
Antioch, which our people powerfully captured in a famous victory
which is still related in the deeds of Bohemund and Tancred and Godfrey
de Bouillon and the other most outstanding crusading chiefs, who
triumphed in so many glorious victories, whose feats even now are like
food in the mouth of the narrator.58

The undoubted triumph of the First Crusade, set against the failures of sub-
sequent ages, meant that it gained the greatest attention in both Latin and
vernacular history writing on the crusades throughout the Middle Ages. It also
provided a vehicle for interpretations which sought to glorify particular
nationalities or regions at the expense of others.

This had already begun to happen within a decade or two of the capture of
Jerusalem. We have already seen how Ralph of Caen denigrates the Provençals,
even singling some of them out for criticism for apostacy.59 His main concern,
however, is to glorify the Norman race, above all his heroes Tancred and
Bohemund, both of whom he associates with Normandy, rather than with

A L A N  V .  M U R R A Y

122



southern Italy.60 He even ascribes the victory of Baldwin of Boulogne over
Tancred at Tarsus to the former’s use of Norman troops!61

By contrast, the hero of the German writer Albert of Aachen was Godfrey of
Bouillon. In many ways his task was easier than Ralph’s. Godfrey had a reputation
for courage and piety, and the fact that it was his troops who made the breach
into Jerusalem, coupled with his election as the city’s ruler, made him the hero
of the crusade par excellence for later generations. However, as Lord of Bouillon
and Count of Verdun, Godfrey belonged to the western, French-speaking parts
of the Holy Roman Empire, and so Albert of Aachen tries to give him a more
unambiguously German identity by stressing his status as Duke of Lower
Lotharingia and employing rhetorical formulations to give the impression of a
substantial German participation in the crusade. Thus, while Albert names few
prominent individual Germans (despite his liking for muster-rolls), he tends to
associate Godfrey with lists of the different German tribes, as, for example, at
Antioch, where he describes Godfrey being accompanied by ‘countless thou-
sands of Lotharingians, Saxons, Swabians and Bavarians’, or later characterises
him as ‘Duke Godfrey with the Swabians, Bavarians, Saxons, Lotharingians,
Germans and Romans’.62 It is perhaps no coincidence that Albert and Ralph
show such a great national bias in their writing, in that they were trying to glorify
peoples who formed minorities within the hosts of the First Crusade. The
semantic ambiguities of the word Franci as applied to the crusaders in general
meant that most audiences and readerships would understand it as a French
enterprise.

Yet it was not in the form of such primary Latin narratives that most people
heard or read about the First Crusade in subsequent centuries, and sources
beloved by modern historians for their unadorned immediacy, like the Gesta
Francorum, or for the extent of their detail, like the history of Albert of Aachen,
had a relatively poor circulation in comparison with other works and genres. The
most popular forms were secondary in the sense that they comprised reworkings,
continuations or translations of the primary accounts. Two of them stand out
above all others. The first was the chronicle of William of Tyre. However, this was
far less popular in its original, Latin form than in its Old French translation, usually
with a continuation taking its narrative into the thirteenth century. The other was
the Historia Iherosolymitana of Robert of Rheims, which the monk explicitly
wrote in order to provide a more elegant and detailed account than that of the
anonymous Gesta Francorum. The narratives of William and Robert were also
significant sources for what we might describe as tertiary accounts: that is, cases
where information on the crusades was incorporated into other universal histories,
family chronicles or other compilations. The translations of William of Tyre’s
chronicle were naturally popular wherever French was spoken and formed the
main source for the crusades in several sumptuous world history rolls commis-
sioned for French courts in the fifteenth century.63 Robert the Monk’s history was
extremely popular in Germany, having four different German translations,
including two printed editions.64
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The various secondary and tertiary accounts offered many opportunities to give
a more nationalistic or regional slant to the history of the crusades, especially by
being selective or giving emphasis to particular elements that their authors found
in their source materials. Even the addition of titles could give a quite different
perspective. The earliest German translation of Robert the Monk’s history
identifies the work in its opening line as dealing with ‘the expedition of Duke
Godfrey of Bouillon’, implying – quite incorrectly – that the history was devoted
to the duke.65 The later of the two printed editions goes even further, with a title
that sets out how Duke Godfrey ‘fought against the Turks and heathens and won
the Holy Sepulchre’.66 The point of this focus on Godfrey is that to a German
readership he was clearly regarded as a German hero. Illustrations also offered
considerable scope for reinterpretation, especially through the use of heraldic
devices to identify individual crusaders. A manuscript of the Middle Dutch Spiegel
Historiael by Jacob van Maerlant produced in fourteenth-century Flanders
contains three miniatures illustrating key events at the sieges of Antioch and
Jerusalem.67 They accord an especially prominent position to Count Robert II of
Flanders, who is identified by his heraldic device of or a lion rampant sable (a black
lion on a gold field) alongside Godfrey of Bouillon. Even though Robert is
recorded as having played a fairly passive role in the crusade by most of the
contemporaneous accounts, this manuscript glorifies the Flemish contribution to
the crusade by elevating him to a position where he is on a par with Godfrey, by
this time universally recognised as the greatest hero of the campaign.68

As accurate historical knowledge of the First Crusade declined and names of
crusaders became garbled and corrupted in transmission, some reinterpretations
became even more daring. Thus, in the early sixteenth century, the German poet
Dietrich von der Werder produced an account of the crusade that was based in
turn on the highly literary account in Italian by Torquato Tasso. Dietrich found
no problem in claiming the crusader Baldwin of Bourcq, later King of Jerusalem,
as a German who had originated in Burg in Westphalia.69 The most breathtaking
shift of identities in a national and regional interest, however, occurs in the family
chronicle compiled by Count Froben Christoph of Zimmern that was completed
in 1566.70 The chronicle contains a long list of numerous German crusaders who
supposedly joined the popular crusades of 1096, were defeated by the Seljuks at
the massacre of Xerigordo, and whose survivors eventually joined up with Godfrey
of Bouillon. These German names were accepted as genuine by numerous
historians of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; since so many of them
belonged to noblemen, they were also advanced as proof that the so-called
People’s Crusades were less popular in composition than had previously been
believed. Almost all of the names, however, were pure invention, the majority of
them chosen because they could be claimed as Swabians from Froben Christoph’s
homeland in southern Germany. The putative leader of the Germans, one
Walther, Duke of Teck, actually derives from the historical figure of Walter Sans-
Avoir, who is described by Robert the Monk and other contemporaneous sources
as originating from the Paris region and having led one of the popular expeditions.
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The chronicle of Zimmern simply takes this Frenchman and disguises him as a
German.71 The reason why the Count of Zimmern and other authors were so
determined to glorify their nationalities was that as the advance of Ottoman Turks
proceeded through Europe, the successes of the First Crusade seemed more
important than ever, and it was vital for their nations to claim their place in it.

The crusades were events that threw together people from all classes of society
and all regions of Christendom in a manner which rarely occurred in the lives of
the great majority. It would be scarcely surprising if differences of nationality or
language should come to the fore, particularly in circumstances of adversity.
Beneath the surface of several of the primary accounts of the First Crusade we can
find cases of solidarity and antipathy based on national or linguistic identity, which
also fed into loyalties accorded to leaders and to the disputes that in which they
became involved. In the course of the twelfth century issues of national identity
remained important, although, as the broad mass of the population tended to be
increasingly excluded from participation in favour of the military classes, linguistic
identity became less significant as a marker of difference than allegiance to partic-
ular monarchies, which were also forming the main foci of national identity in later
medieval Europe. Growing national sentiments also meant that authors reinter-
preted and rewrote older narratives, so that accounts of the early crusades written
in the later Middle Ages and the early modern period often show much more
nationalistic interpretations than their exemplars.
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6

INIMICUS DEI ET SANCTAE
CHRISTIANITATIS?

Saracens and their Prophet in twelfth-century
crusade propaganda and western travesties of

Muhammad’s life

Sini Kangas

This chapter discusses the popular image of Muslims and the Prophet of Islam
among western audiences in twelfth-century crusade-related sources. ‘Popular’
here indicates both oral and written transmission, the basic assumption being that
the texts under discussion were read aloud in public, as well as studied in the
privacy of reading rooms. The primary sources under discussion consist of four
eleventh- and twelfth-century Latin travesties of Machomet’s1 (Muhammad’s) life
written in medieval France and Germany: Embricon of Mainz’s Vita Mahumeti,
written by 1033, Guibert of Nogent’s description of the founder of Islam included
in his Dei gesta per Francos from about 1108, Gautier of Compiègne’s Otia de
Machomete from 1137–55 and Adelphus’s Vita Machometi of about 1150. These
texts are compared with their contemporary crusader chronicles and scholarly
works on Islam, as well as the descriptions of Saracens in the chansons de geste from
c.1180 onward.2 In investigating the sources, it is necessary to consider two core
issues. First, what kind of information do the texts relate to the Prophet
Muhammad and Muslims? To what extent can this information be interpreted as
conventional and common to a wider selection of sources? And are there any
specific sets of details distinctive to the source or a limited group of sources?

The second issue that arises from an examination of these vitae derives from
those sections of the text in which the author chose a particular mode of pre-
sentation to inform his readers. Why did he do so? Whereas traditionally applied
terminology tends to prevail and resist time and personal choice, the addition of
an idiosyncratic detail may be significant, especially if it appears unaltered in several
texts.

At the beginning of the twelfth century, Latin Christendom had experienced
recent military success on several fronts. Christian victory at Toledo in 1085 had
furthered the Spanish reconquista (temporarily at a halt); the Norman conquest
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of Muslim Sicily had been completed in 1091; and the last Byzantine settlements
in Apulia and Calabria had come under Norman rule. On the eastern shore of the
Mediterranean, the conquests of Antioch and Jerusalem during the First Crusade
(1095–9) had resulted in the founding of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. In the
Near East, the first major setback would not occur until 1144, when the first of
the crusader states, the County of Edessa, would fall before Zengi. The first four
decades of the twelfth century represent a period in European history during
which hopes for a universal Christian conquest were high and crusading enthu-
siasm was unchallenged by large-scale military failure.

John Tolan has convincingly argued that western twelfth- and thirteenth-
century responses to Islam were provoked as a defensive reaction to the strength-
ening power of the Muslim world.3 This is a valid conclusion, to which I would
like to add one observation. While the defensive tone sharpens throughout the
period, it becomes clearly audible only from the mid-twelfth century onward,
when the failure of the Second Crusade begins to gnaw at the credibility of the
Christian championship. This upswing in crusader propaganda against Islam was
preceded by a century of relative silence, but when we proceed to the early
eleventh-century source material, it seems that a similar reaction had taken place
already in the 1020s and 1030s, although on a minor scale. Around the 1020s the
first instances of heresy occurred in the west, died away, and were revived a century
later. By the mid-twelfth century heresy had become an acute challenge of the
western Church.

This is no coincidence. Onward from Ademar of Chabannes, who vividly
attacks the heretics of Aquitaine and central France in his Chronicon from c.1028,4

the Catholic texts tend to refer to pagans, Jews, heretics and Saracens as the
members of a joint conspiracy against the Church. In those cases when non-
Catholic groups are also discussed independently, they represent a common
source of diabolic menace. The polemical texts against Islam should not be read
as an isolated expression of crusade-provoked xenophobia, but rather as an
integral part of the Catholic counter-attack against the concept of religious
dissidence, which was intensified by the reformist revival and the clash of popular
beliefs and new clerical elites from the 1140s onward.

Crusading remained a crucial theme in the official preaching of the Church
throughout the twelfth century, and, along with papal instigation, stories and
songs of various sorts were circulated all over Catholic Europe.5 The Saracen
enemy had an important role within this tradition. The western image of Islam,
spontaneously fusing traits from ecclesiastical textual tradition and popular
notions, took the form of negation and caricature. Moreover, it served an audi-
ence comprising both the learned and the unlearned sectors of society; whether
produced for laymen or ecclesiastics, in Latin or the vernacular, prose or rhyme,
the texts share a common stock of ideas. Its historical longevity prevailed from the
late twelfth century well into the modern era.

While learned Christian authors from Byzantium and the Iberian peninsula
wrote treatises on Islam from the seventh century onward, the great masses of
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transmontane Europe first came to terms with Islam only at the turn of the
twelfth century with the outbreak of crusading fervour. The knowledge of Islam
among the learned strata of the western society remains a matter of academic
conjecture. Clearly some people had some information on Islam in the pre-
crusade west,6 but who they were, what kind of material they were familiar with,
and how many they numbered remain matters of speculation. Obviously, such
information would have been scattered and unevenly distributed. In about 1108,
the Benedictine abbot Guibert of Nogent wrote that since he had not been able
to find any information on this Mathomus in texts of the Church fathers, it 
was likely that this man lived after their time, and that in the absence of any
authoritative ecclesiastic sources he was compelled to base his description upon
contemporary oral tradition.7

Even more crucial than the question of available information are why and by
what contextual means crusading raised the general western interest in Islam. Or
did the latter generate the former? And to what extent did the relative topicality
of Islam arise from extensive structural changes in the intellectual and ideological
climate, the rise of popular heresy and the so-called twelfth-century Renaissance?
Of similar importance is the question of what factors and processes facilitated rapid
establishment of a popular western image of Muslims once interest in the Muslim
world had been aroused. It is remarkable how uniform this image already was at
the beginning of the twelfth century and how its fundamentals would remain
basically intact for centuries.

The first part of the twelfth century was more receptive to the production of
western texts concerning Islam than earlier periods. Embricon of Mainz com-
pleted his work on Mammutius some sixty years before the First Crusade, but his
text survives in versions contemporary with the works of Guibert of Nogent,
Gautier of Compiègne and Adelphus. The dating and provenance of the western
vitae of Machomet/Mammutius/Mathomus supports the idea of active circu-
lation of written material from the late 1130s onwards, which would concur with
Guibert’s complaint about the inaccessibility of source material around 1105–8.
About seventy years later, Alain of Lille briefly mentioned Mahomet’s monstrous
sectarian life at the beginning of his De fide catholica contra haereticos against the
Albigensian heretics, apparently assuming that the reader would be familiar with
the story.8 If Mahometi monstruosa vita were understood to belong to common
knowledge among the learned by the turn of the thirteenth century, the situation
would have changed considerably from the time of Guibert’s writing.

If Europeans were not interested in Islam in the mid-eleventh century, why did
they change their minds? Crusading had an integrating effect on the developing
idea of western Christendom, and such a consensus was essentially supported by
effective propaganda. One obvious explanation is that the principal idea of the
new crusading institution was founded on the image of a violent encounter
between Christendom and its arch-enemy, reflecting a variety of Jewish and
Christian myths of the wars of the chosen people. Islam was ideologically close
enough yet conveniently remote to form an appealing contrast to Christianity in
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polemical western writings. The crusading ideal depended on the presence of the
bad religion set against the good.

Western writings on Islam in the twelfth century

From the 1140s, within a relatively short period, a wide range of texts concerning
Islam emerged. Some of them, like chronicles, sermons, canon law and papal bulls
and letters, belong to an established historical tradition. Others, like epic poetry
or the western travesties of Machomet’s life, represent a textual tradition which
either received a literary form to complement oral transmission or made its initial
appearance at that point of time. If the terminology concerning Islam was not so
well established, it would almost look to modern historian as if a whole new genre
emerged from thin air.

Crusading ideology was manifested in a great variety of texts, which can be
crudely divided into three categories: authorized preaching and history-writing
(crusade chronicles written by ecclesiastics, sermons held in public, papal bulls and
letters), popular stories (crusader chansons, oral poetry and songs) and texts
intermingling material from both of these (crusader genealogy, hagiography and
the lives of Machomet). There were no sharp boundaries between these groups,
which typically borrowed narrative elements and stylistic patterns from each other.
Similarly, it is not possible to distinguish crusader fact from crusader fiction in an
absolutely pure form. For an early twelfth-century historian, historical chronology
involved inseparable unities of the ordinary and the extraordinary.

These texts represent an ample and loosely connected mixture of high medieval
western ideas rooted in multiple cultural traditions. Consequently, their aim,
emphasis and sphere of shared information vary, and although the basic attitude
to crusading, the Holy War and Christian conquest is positive, the description 
of Muslims, or Saracens in medieval terms, is far from uniform. In most cases,
Muslims are understood as religious and military opponents; objects to be
eradicated. The emphasis on conflict, however, is not limited to Christian–Muslim
relations; nor does it rule out the existence of Muslim allies, partners and kinsmen.

The terminology used by the medieval authors was relatively coherent across the
different source groups, with ‘Saracen’ indicating Muslims in general. When nec-
essary, ethnic subcategories such as Turks, Pechenegs, Persians and Babylonians
(indicating Shi’ite Egyptians) were employed. Furthermore, biblical terms such as
Ishmaelites, Agareni and sometimes ‘pagan’ replace or exist parallel to ‘Saracen’
in the sources.9 The name-variants of the Prophet in the sources refer to the leader
of Saracens or their god in forms such as Mahon/Machomet/Machomete/
Mathomus. The words ‘Muslim’ and ‘Islam’ are absent, only emerging in English
and French in the later sixteenth century.10

Parallel to the ecclesiastically oriented and scholarly works on Islam,11 popular
stories of various origin circulated the ideas of ‘the other’. Many of these texts
show no particular interest in the non-Christian case and, even when notable
Muslim characters are involved, they tend to think and act according to the
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conventional social rules and settings of the western military elite. The influence
of western Christianity on crusading was direct and absolute but, as a major
cultural connector, religion inevitably also comprised layers other than the purely
theological.

After their initial appearance in western textual tradition during the earlier part
of the twelfth century, Saracen villains and heroes remained permanently in the
literary imagination of the medieval west. Their distinctive characterizations in
various genres of fact and fiction, already apparent by early years of the twelfth
century, became more sharply discernible over the decades. While ecclesiastical
propaganda persistently attacked the blasphemous error of Islam, in the vernacular
storytelling tradition the Saracen religion never became a critical issue. At the same
time as strengthening discriminatory canonical legislation on Christian–non-
Christian relations and crusader propaganda, the chansons de geste and romances
placed their Saracen princes in prominent roles.

Between factual and fictional texts, semi-fictional works of hagiography, cru-
sading genealogy and the polemical lives of Machomet formed an interrelating
historiographical connection between the learned and popular cultural layers.
Characteristically, these works borrowed material from both historical sources and
the storytelling tradition. These lives are biographies of the Prophet, loosely
compliant with the contemporary patterns of western hagiographical writing. In
these texts, however, hagiographical models are deliberately inverted to produce
a parody of the enemy, fundamentally transforming the initial Koranic example
into a work of fantasy. In the western vitae, the Prophet of Islam acts as the
obverse of the virtuous Christian, prone to diabolical ploys, false prophecies,
fabricated miracles and spiritual corruption.

These lives conform to the official line of the Church, promoting the pre-
eminence of Catholic Christendom. They underline the decadent basis of Islam,
and support the defensive rhetoric of the crusading ideology, showing the
necessity of protecting Christianity from its adversaries. The authors describe
Machomet as a ruthless opportunist, a trickster keen to benefit from those willing
to follow him. They also borrow material from fictional romances and the chansons
de geste, and Gautier of Compiègne’s text may even be interpreted as a parody of
knightly virtues.

The existence of the vitae is tangible evidence of the keen interest that medieval
western Catholics had in the early history of Islam. It has been assumed that because
of the absurdity of the accusations made against Machomet, the writers were
unfamiliar with the tenets of Islam. While this might be a valid claim concerning the
great western public and indeed some of the authors as well, in the case of the
western lives of the founder of Islam this view does not bear close scrutiny. The vitae
are polemical texts, diverting their audience with a wealth of fanciful details, but they
were based upon the same traits that are apparent in the Hadith and the Arabic
biographies of the Prophet, however blasphemous their interpretation would have
seemed to any Muslim. These texts were not written to be critical analyses, but
effective tools of public indoctrination. In this basic aim, they seem to have become
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successful as a by-product of crusading. Within the genre, the Vita Mahumeti, by
Embricon of Mainz (by 1033), the description of Mathomus included in Guibert
of Nogent’s Dei gesta per Francos, Otia de Machomete by Gautier of Compiègne
(c.1138–55) and the Vita Machometi by Adelphus (c.1150) represent the earliest
versions of the genre produced in the west.12

Of these authors, Guibert of Nogent (c.1055–1124), a crusade historian and
the abbot of a small Benedictine house at Nogent-sur-Coucy, is the most well
known. It is possible that Guibert attended the Council of Clermont in November
1095, thus witnessing the launch of the First Crusade (1095–9) by Pope Urban
II. Guibert did not march to Jerusalem with the crusader army, and his history,
as well as his description of Mathomus and the rise of Islam, was based upon
secondary information. Gautier of Compiègne tells us that he was a Benedictine
monk, writing in his house. We know only Embricon’s name and that he was
connected to the city of Mainz. Adelphus does not reveal his place of origin, but
he seems to have been an educated man of sufficient means. Guibert dedicates his
chronicle to Bishop Lisiard of Soissons, while the other three texts do not include
dedications.

Embricon, Guibert and Gautier came from areas that had never been occupied
or populated by Saracens. It is indeed possible that none of the four authors ever
talked to a Muslim in person, with the possible exception of Adelphus, who had
visited Jerusalem as a (crusader) pilgrim. The authors do not describe their oral
informants in great detail, but they are careful to point out their dependence on
reliable eyewitnesses who had first-hand information on Saracens. Adelphus had
learned of Machomet from a multilingual Greek dracoman on the way from
Jerusalem to Antioch. Gautier of Compiègne had been informed by Abbot
Warnerius, who had heard of Machomet from a converted Saracen at the cathedral
of Sens.13 With the exception of Embricon, who does not reveal his sources, the
authors refer to contemporaries and the primacy of oral transmission of
information. Guibert stated unequivocably that the vita passage of his chronicle
was based upon that which he had heard sung in public. As performance artists
would have been sponsored by lay magnates and sporadic audiences in population
centres rather than clerical societies or individual ecclesiastics, it seems reasonable
to assume that this section of his text genuinely reflected popular ideas as the
writer perceived them. Their lives of Machomet were also aimed at oral circu-
lation, and various audiences would probably have been interested in the story for
its vivid content and exotic scenery. The narrative is easy to follow, and the basic
religious, social and cultural concepts would have been intelligible to illiterate
listeners, including children and adolescents. In Guibert’s case, we know that he
took up the matter out of personal interest, while Gautier was likely to have been
commissioned by his abbot, perhaps the same Warnerius he mentions as his
source. Of Embricon and Adelphus, we cannot tell. The texts reflect their aware-
ness of their own culture as much as that of Muslims.

Unlike crusader chronicles, which tend to emphasize the importance of
documenting rare and excellent deeds, the writers of the vitae did not mention
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their reasons for writing. The earliest and latest of the texts are in verse, while
Guibert and Adelphus chose to write in prose. Guibert’s description of Mathomus
was included in a more comprehensive crusader chronicle, while the other three
sources survive as separate entities. Although the substance of the story is similar
in all four works, all of them reflect personal tastes and show some originality. It
is crucial to stress, however, that the writers’ freedom was limited by genre-specific
conventions and the audience they addressed, perhaps much more than it would
be today. The apparent contradictions within the same author’s texts may not be
accidental marks of personal change of attitude, but ‘facts’ dictated by genre.14 In
respect of the crusade-related textual tradition, these facts would support the idea
of the Catholic faith as the only acceptable religion, the pre-eminence of the
western code of manners, and the damnation of Christian heretics.

The lives of Machomet are as directly related to the outlook of the ecclesiastical
and military elite of the Christian world as are the genres of crusader chronicle and
vernacular poetry. The three text groups are closely interrelated, and hardly
contradictory in their core ideologies and values. The approach in the lives of
Machomet, however, differs from the other two genres in that they reverse familiar
themes: spiritual struggle and the necessity of military conflict; submission to divine
will; and prowess and loyalty. These now become subjects of religious parody.

Other than the Bible, the authors do not mention any written sources as regards
Islam. Guibert tried and failed to find textual sources, but we do not know how
extensive his search was. If Nogent had not purchased such material, Guibert
might have been able to find interesting texts in some larger monastic libraries in
France, and certainly in those on the Iberian peninsula. Before the so-called
Cluniac corpus of 1142, including the first Latin translation of the Koran and
other texts, such as the famous polemical Risala of Pseudo-Kindi, the available
source material on Islam may have included Anastasius the Librarian’s mid-ninth-
century translation of Theophanes’ Chronographia, and perhaps also De haeresibus
by John of Damascus (c. 676–749), the Liber apologeticus martyrum of Eulogius
(d. 859), or Petrus Alfonsi’s Dialogus from 1106, complemented by sporadic
references in western annals and chronicles.15 Byzantium, the Christian kingdoms
of Spain, southern Italy and Sicily formed possible channels of information. The
number of pilgrims to Jerusalem also increased throughout the eleventh century,
after the first decade.16 It is likely that the substance of the emerging popular
interest in Islam had been incubating in the collective western memory, and that
the preaching of the crusades brought this process to fruition.

The multiplication of written sources did not promote an accurate image of
Islam. Quite the contrary, the more widespread the idea of the Saracens became
in the west, the more peculiar it became by the later Middle Ages. Whereas
crusading inevitably embedded Saracens in the popular western imagination, the
(reading) public was mostly interested in the exotic stereotypes included in a good
story, not scholarly qualified information. Peter the Venerable’s introduction to
the new Koran translation of 1156, which d’Alverny described as a text that
gathered together the complete medieval view on Islam,17 was clearly not a
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bestseller of its time, with one surviving manuscript. Robert Ketton’s translation
of the Koran survives in more copies (eighteen), but most of these have been
dated later than the twelfth or thirteenth century.

Saracens in crusade-related sources

Before the late eleventh century, references to Islam from central and western
Europe occur mostly in annals. Although frequent enough, they are rarely more
than brief mentions of Saracen raiders assaulting the Catholic lands, or war parties
sent to attack Muslim adversaries. The tone of such annalistic entries is neutral,
and the reference consists of concise facts: the year and place with an additional
sentence or two on the nature of the military campaign and its leaders.

The term ‘Saracen’ was used even earlier than in these historical sources, in fact
well before the emergence of Islam. The earliest mention of them in Migne’s
Patrologia Latina consists of short Syrian stories written down by the third
century AD. They take the form of having a Christian hermit as the main char-
acter, who is attacked by Saracens while wandering alone in wilderness. The holy
man is miraculously rescued by saying the name of Christ or calling for divine aid.
In Vita Antonii the saint cries, ‘Domine Jesu Christe, voluntas tua fiat,’ after which
the earth swallows the murderous Saracen.18 In another story, demons possess the
Saracen aggressors, and make them turn their swords on themselves when the
words ‘Salvator noster Christe Deus, salvum fac servum tuum’ are said aloud.19 In
one case, the Saracen permits the monk to leave peacefully on hearing the words
‘per Deum, quem coelis, dimitte me!’.20

In the early Christian texts, the term ‘Saracen’ indicates ethnicity and place of
origin, the Arabian peninsula, as well as religious exclusion of either Christianity
or Judaism. When a particular Saracen happens to be Christian, this will be
specifically pointed out by calling him either ‘Christian Saracen’ or ‘baptized
Saracen’ before the rise of Islam. The exact origin of the term is enigmatic.
Medieval authors follow the Church fathers Eusebius, Jerome, Orosius, Isidore
and Augustine, who derive the Saracen race from Ishmael. Isidore of Sevilla’s brief
explanation (quoting Eusebius of Caesarea) comes up repeatedly in later sources,
including those from the medieval west. Accordingly, before free Sarah bore Isaac,
Abraham’s slave maid Hagar gave birth to Ishmael, whose descendants were called
Agarens after his mother and eventually Saracens.21 In medieval texts, the latter is
clearly the more popular etymology. While learned people used both terms for
Muslims, storytelling tradition refers only to Saracens.

Another frequently quoted text is an excerpt from Augustine’s Errationes in
psalmos nos. 81–2. Agarens are here described as proselytes, and enemies of the
people of the Lord, whom they are inclined to kill. Their name in Latin indicates
alien – this might appear to be a rather surprising remark, but Augustine probably
had in mind the Hebrew root (hgr), which includes a connotation of
emigration and being a stranger – and thus they are inimical and prone to wicked
behaviour.22 Psalm 82, the Song of Asaf, on which Augustine comments, lists the
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enemies of the ancient Israelites and calls for their eternal shame, burning and
devastation.

These two excerpts reappear from time to time in western history-writing from
the eighth century onward.23 The mentions of Saracens are usually brief, and
before the latter part of the eleventh century Christian authors do not appear to
be very interested in Saracens, who are seen as the enemies of Christendom, but
still enemies inter pares among other raiders. In Carolingian chronicles and annals
as well as those written in southern Italy and Sicily, the tone remains quite neutral
until the turn of the eleventh century, although the references become more
frequent during the ninth century. The same applies to Iberian texts from the
areas involved in the reconquista.24 In the descriptions of any length, Saracens are
depicted as in the early Christian tradition: non-Christians from the desert.
Sometimes the term seems to be used synonymously for any non-Christian
invaders of European heartlands,25 including Tatars and Vikings: it would be very
surprising for Arab pirates to have attacked France from the northern seas.
Generally speaking, the western use of the term is not always precise before the
eleventh century.

In the Koran, Ishmael is the firstborn son of Abraham and co-founder of the
Temple.26 The Koran does not refer to competition between Ishmael and Isaac
and both half-brothers are spoken of as equally important men of faith. Although
Hagar is known to Hadith and Arabic folklore, the Koran does not mention
Ishmael’s mother at all, and does not refer by name to Sarah either, simply
describing Isaac’s mother as the wife of Abraham. As Islam strictly forbids idolatry,
it is hardly surprising that the alternative Talmudic interpretation of Ishmael as
the first idolater,27 repeated by Christian authors, is completely absent from the
Islamic tradition.

With the advent of crusading, the term ‘Saracen’ became restricted exclusively
to the Muslim enemy in western sources. Along with the rising number of
historiographical entries from the turn of the twelfth century onward, Saracens
began to emerge in various fictional and semi-fictional roles in chansons de geste,
as well as less known sources, including the vitae. In clerical treatises, chronicles,
bulls, letters, canonical legislation and preaching, the tone sharpened along with
an increase in the amount of space dedicated to Muslims. Abbot Suger refered to
them in his Vita Ludovici Regis VI as ‘inhuman, crude and homicidal barbarians
with a striking bodily resemblance to wolves and ravens as a visible mark of their
perpetual shame’.28

Barbarian violence and the imagery of pollution become customary charac-
teristics of Saracens in crusade propaganda from the beginning. In his sermon
launching the First Crusade at the Council of Clermont in 1095, Urban II refered
to Muslims as people alienated from God, whose presence pollutes the holy
ground.29 The sermon concentrated on Christian suffering and defilement at the
hands of unbelievers,30 with no mention of the Prophet Muhammad or Muslim
religious practices. The sermon of Clermont became a model for later preaching
and popularized some negative images of non-Christians, but rather than including
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original ideas, the pope gathered and intensified views already present in earlier
texts.31 His naming of a crusader arch-enemy was important, however, because of
the extensive publicity that the sermon achieved. The pope could have chosen
different terminology. A letter to the Mauritanian prince Anazir written in 1076
by Urban’s predecessor, Gregory VII, who likewise was an ardent advocate of
crusading, still exists. The letter is polite and diplomatic, thanking the prince for
setting free Christian captives. The pope stated that omnipotent God wants to save
every soul, and that both he and Anazir believe in one God, the creator and
governor of the universe.32 Alas, this letter remains exceptional among the extant
sources.

The outburst of crusading fervour by both authorized and unauthorized
preachers coincided with the literation of the epic poetry, chanson de geste. From
the earliest-known written version of the geste onward, the Bodleian version of the
Chanson de Roland of about 1100, Saracens played an important part in the
exploits of the military elite of the west. In Chanson de Roland as well as many
later works of geste scenes occur in the crusading framework, and crusading ideals
appear seamlessly interwoven into the perception of knightly virtues of the military
nobility. Here, however, the view of Saracens is essentially different from clerical
instigation. In the world of the chansons, faith supports fighting, but does not
necessitate it. The basic obligation to wage war is derived from vassalage, not the
crusading vow. The plot merges the cultural conventions of the aristocracy and,
while some of these were related to Catholic religiosity, others were not. The
division of characters into heroes and villains was certainly not dictated by religious
norms. The stress on religion is simply less compared to the preaching of the
crusades, related canonical legislation and crusade chronicles combining ideas
from ecclesiastic indoctrination and the heroic tradition of the military elite. This
basic setting also gave more flexibility to the description of the Saracen within epic
poetry and later romances.

The main function of Saracens in the chansons is to offer a worthy enemy for
the Christian hero, thus underlining the protagonist’s military excellence.33

Secondly, the hints of the marvels of the exotic, unknown east give a special
flavour to the story by their presence. Detailed references to Saracen culture
remain superficial, however, with no serious attempt to gather information about
Muslims. Essentially, the Saracens of the geste share the chivalric culture of the
west, their emotions and reactions resemble those of Christian knights, and they
act according to the social norms and rules of their Christian opponents. If a
virtuous Saracen warrior accepts baptism,34 the difference fades altogether, and he
will be integrated into the Christian community. The same applies to the sensual
Saracen princess. Epic fighting takes place as a quarrel between rival barons, or on
crusade. In the latter case, the essence of the story also comprised military pursuit:
aggression and vengeance for the lord and kin, the quest for fortune and glory,
acquisition of a fief and fighting for the lady. Intermarriage between Christian
knight and converted Saracen lady is a familiar event in the poems. In various
famous stories, Guillaume d’Orange marries Guibourc, Baldwin of Bouillon the
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sultan’s daughter Margalie, and Godfrey Corbaran’s sister Florie. In Perceval/
Parzival tradition, Queen Belacane does not even have to accept baptism to
become married to Gahmuret.

In real life, princesses who married abroad acted as intermediaries between 
royal houses. If they were successful, they might be able to introduce elements of
their familiar culture into the courtly circle and perhaps even contribute to 
the circulation of various popular traditions. In the chansons, Saracen queens 
adapt so well that they become indistinguishable from Christians: poets do not
mention learned Saracens landing in Normandy with the great ladies, or hint at
female Saracens advocating cultural diversity. The statement by Wolfram von
Eschenbach’s Gyburg about the heathenism of Adam and every Christian before
baptism, indicating the basic equality of Christian and Saracen in birth, has no
contemporary parallel.35 For the compilers and their audience, complete equality
could exist only between Christians of similar class.

Saracens of geste are nevertheless understood as human beings, in which view
vernacular poetry follows the early Christian thinkers’ claim that all people are
human.36 When Meredith Jones claimed that chansons describe Saracens as mon-
strous and ‘intensely emotional and excitable people’,37 he was quite right, although
it should be added that monstrosity, the miraculous and the magical in these sources
involve Christian characters as well, and that reactions that we would stigmatize as
unrestrained or even as ferocity would indicate proper knightly behaviour for the
medieval audience used to protagonists taken over by berserk rage.38

For Eschenbach, what is alien is marked by unconventional behaviour, often by
members of foreign cultures, but also by ellende, persons exiled from their
homeland.39 The idea of familiar society is limited to lineage, family and feudal
ties concerning the sub-class of the main characters.40 Thus otherness not only
marks people outside Christianity, but groups within it. According to David
Tinsley, peasants meant little more than animals for medieval western nobility;
clerics understood the laity as an outsider group as compared to their own as well
as the other way round; men proclaimed superiority over women; and so on.41

Albrecht Classen writes in the introduction to Meeting the Foreign in the Middle
Ages, ‘the epistemological function of the other for medieval culture cannot be
underestimated and seems to have been one of its major components. Even
though feared and dreaded, misappropriated for cultural stereotypes, and misused
for the justification of military operations and religious offensives, the other was
not yet the absolute negative.’42 This would also be an appropriate remark in the
context of the poetry of the Crusade Cycles.

In chansons de geste, Machomet does not occur among the Saracen enemies and
allies. When his name is mentioned, he is the supreme god of the Saracen
pantheon, whose idol is worshipped in mahomeries together with gods familiar
from classical antiquity and pre-Christian Frankish lands, typically Apollo, Jupiter
and Tervagant.43 These notions can also be found in crusader chronicles. In a
famous scene of his Gesta Tancredi, historian Ralph of Caen tells of Tancred of
Hauteville’s first impression of the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem in 1099:

C R U S A D E  P R O P A G A N D A

141



A cast image, made from silver, sat on the highest throne. It was so heavy
that six men with strong arms could barely lift it, and ten barely sufficed
to carry it. When Tancred saw this he said, ‘alas, why is this image here
which stands on high? What is the purpose of this image with its gems
and gold? What is the purpose of the purple cloth?’ For it was an image
of Mohamet, entirely covered with gems, purple cloth and shining with
gold. ‘Perhaps it is a statue of Mars or Apollo, for it could never be
Christ. There is no insignia of Christ here, no cross, no crown, no key,
no pierced side. Therefore, this is not Christ but rather the first antichrist,
the depraved and pernicious Mohamet.44

Tancred was clearly accustomed to seeing decorated sculpture, paintings, frescoes
and stained glass, which mainly depict human beings in churches. He was only
halted by the unconventional magnificence and placement of the idol, which
afterwards was torn into pieces. In chansons such vehement interventions do not
take place. In general, Machomet does not seem to represent more than one
pagan god in a lengthier list, although he is often the first of them. He is most
frequently mentioned when Saracens habitually emphasize their religion by
swearing in his name (par Mahomet mon deu),45 just as Christian knights swear 
in the name of Christ. In addition to the references to Saracen idolatry, the
chansons do not discuss Muslim worship or show any particular interest in Saracen
spirituality. The writers take the existence of Saracen gods as a fact and describe
the demons that inhabit the idols, but these evil spirits do not represent any real
danger for Christians. Tancred’s antichrist is absent from these works.

The early western vitae Machometi

Unlike the chansons, the western lives of Machomet concentrate on the religiosity
of the founder of Islam. In these texts, idolatry and swearing by exotic godheads
is unimportant, but the danger is real. Embricon’s compilation is the longest, at
1,145 lines, while the other three are treatises of variable length: Gautier’s Otia
de Machomete is 1,090 lines, Adelphus’s Vita Machometi 322 lines, and Guibert’s
text some 230 lines.

The conspicuous feature of the vitae Machometi is that they are closely con-
nected, not to one or two but to several medieval genres. The link to hagiography
is clear: the lustful and violent heathen prerequisite for Christian martyrdom is
discernible in Machomet’s character. Unlike a Christian saint, Machomet is not
mistreated by pagans, but is the source of violent conflict himself. Machomet is
the arch-enemy, but similarly injurious to Saracens and Christians alike. The vitae
share the tenets of crusade propaganda: the universal primacy of Christian faith;
the existence of aggressive nonconformists willing and able to harm Christendom;
and the requirement to lessen the danger surrounding the community of the
faithful. They claim to narrate facts about important series of past events in
chronological order, as well as to refer to reliable eyewitnesses in the manner of a
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chronicle. Moreover, they also devote plentiful space to the relation between the
protagonist and his lady, miracles and monstrous outbursts of madness, reflect-
ing the themes of the chansons and romances. The narrative remains parodic:
Machomet is depicted as a low-born swindler unable to win his lady’s favour by
knightly virtues; the miracles are not real; and the outbursts of choleric rage are
reduced to epilepsy.

The four texts agree on the basic chronology of Machomet’s life and career.
They claim that he was orphaned at an early age, that he was poor and unedu-
cated, that he was an upstart with low connections, but that he nevertheless
managed to rise to an influential position by a fortunate marriage to a rich widow.
The man of spirit behind Machomet is a Christian heretic or hermit,46 who teaches
him the basic tenets of Christianity (in a corrupt form). Having acquired his
wealth and some learning, Machomet succeeds in finding support. The audience
is convinced by a series of pseudo-miracles, which Machomet produces by
conjuring tricks and through the use of trained animals: a cow, a bull and a dove.
Machomet’s sectarian ideology is based on the negation of the sacraments,
especially marriage and marital chastity. Simple people follow him because of the
laxity of the rules he preaches, and remain faithful to his teachings after his death.
Machomet dies as the leader of the religious community, mourned by many,
although his death is described as being bizarre. Detailed descriptions of Saracen
worship are also omitted from the lives, and Allah is not mentioned at all.
Machomet acts without divine mandate and, indeed, without any relation to
divinity. His personal beliefs are not discussed. The literary convention dictates
the main ideas, but in each case the details are flavoured by more individual
nuancing.

The earliest of the texts, Embricon of Mainz’s Vita Mahumeti, is set in Libya,
where Mammutius is the servant of the consul.47 A certain mage, an estranged and
bitter heretic, makes Mammutius his disciple, causes the death of the good consul
by black magic, and arranges Mammutius’ marriage with a displeased widow, who
claims that Mammutius is not her equal in rank, and gives her consent only when
pressed by the will of God. Mammutius becomes consul in his master’s place.48

Dull-witted Mammutius obeys the mage implicitly, carries out his plans like a
mindless tool, and disperses the heresy.49 When a good son of the Church, the
King of Libya, dies, the honour of his kingdom perishes with him.50 With the vile
mage on his side, Mammutius rises to power and defiles the sacred law, preaches
the sanctity of adultery and provokes incest.51 God punishes him with epilepsy,
epileptica pestis,52 and he ends his days lacerated by pigs.53 His followers curse pigs
and bury Mammutius in a tomb, which levitates into the air through the use of
magnets.54

Guibert of Nogent similarly emphasizes the menace of heresy. His treatise
begins with a list of famous heretics: Pelagius, Arius and Manes, the Eunomians,
Eutychians and Nestorians.55 After lamenting his inability to name all the
thousands of hideous groups of sectarians, he continues with the errors of the
Orthodox Greeks, whom he claims to have been justly punished by God because
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of their many sins: denial of the Trinity, marriages of priests, supplying pagans
with Christian slaves, and promoting prostitution.56 Next Guibert turns to
Mathomus, who, according to popular belief, led Christians astray: he had claimed
that the Father was but one, and that Christ was a human being.57 Guibert is
vexed by the fact that he has not been able to find mentions of this Mathomus in
the pages of the ‘doctors of the church’, thus assuming that Mathomus had
probably lived quite recently.58 Guibert, too, ascribes Mathomus’ wickedness to
his teacher. The Christian community had disqualified him from becoming the
Patriarch of Alexandria because of his heretical views.59 Enraged and vengeful, the
wicked hermit chose poor Mathomus as his apprentice, raising him to wealth and
importance. He even advised a rich widow to marry Mathomus by promising her
a place in paradise. However, the widow was disappointed by his epileptic fits and
sought to annul the marriage. The heretical hermit succeeded in convincing her
that Mathomus was not an epileptic, but a visionary.

The hermit told everyone that Mathomus was a prophet, and helped him to
write a law in which every possible vice was recommended.60 Mathomus then
amazed an audience by the miraculous appearance of a cow, which carried the law
book on its horns.61 Thus normal became abnormal, and the sectarians who once
had been Christians wiped out the name of Christ in the east, Africa, Egypt,
Ethiopia, Libya and parts of Spain.62 Meanwhile, Mathomus’ epilepsy grew worse,
and he finally fell down before some pigs, which devoured him, except for his
heels. His followers imagined that Mathomus, whom they venerated as an honest
man and their patron but not as their god, had ascended to heaven, leaving
nothing but his heels to be buried, and condemned the consumption of pork.63

Later their wicked ways grew worse, they practised their religion in their temples
called mahomeries, slaughtered Catholics, deflowered virgins, and even com-
mitted sodomy against a certain bishop who died during the act.64

Lepage dates Gautier of Compiègne’s Otia de Machomete in an inter-crusade
period between 1137 and 1155. This is an interesting period, witnessing both the
high point of crusading enthusiasm after the conquest of Jerusalem in 1099 and
the turning of the tide by the Turkish reconquest of Edessa (1144), after which
the Second Crusade (1147–9) was preached in the west. If the compilation of 
the text had been provoked by the looming crusade, it might well have been
intended to complement preaching. Consequently, it might well also be that
several other vitae were commissioned by the time of Gautier’s writing: Bischoff
dates Adelphus’s text to c.1150, and this is close enough to lend the theory more
plausibility.65 While Adelphus’s version survives in one nearly contemporary copy
and Gautier’s in two, it is difficult to draw more precise conclusions, especially
when each is as genre-specifically formulated as these are. The content of Gautier’s
text, however, supports a date previous to the launching of the Second Crusade.
Compared to Adelphus’s version, the tone is relaxed and Muslims represent no
immediate danger to western Christendom. Surprisingly, Gautier’s theme is love.

In Otia de Machomete Machomet is a clever upstart, educated in the seven
liberal arts and Christian faith,66 and acting in his own interest. A Christian hermit
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is again present, but in this case he is depicted as a genuinely holy man, who assists
Machomet to win a virtuous Christian lady’s hand to spare the Christian
community from greater harm.67 The quest for the love and wealth of this great
lady is the main thread of the story, and Gautier primarily describes Machomet as
a cunning serf rather than a pseudo-prophet.68 Machomet fails to impress the lady
with his own merits, and has to bribe the barons to be able to woo her. Unlike
the other examples, this Machomet is a cold-blooded opportunist and completely
indifferent towards religion, whether virtuous or sinful. He knows very well that
he is not a prophet, but wants to be rich and famous, and works hard to attain this
end using means that could be called Machiavellian.69 The villains of the story are
the Christian barons who betray a noble and pious lady for money.70 Marital
problems arise because of Machomet’s epilepsy, but the hermit eventually succeeds
in assuring the lady that his fit during the wedding night was actually a divine
apparition during which archangel Gabriel had visited him. Her sorrow turns into
overwhelming joy.71 Through his beneficial marriage and successful bribery
Machomet is able to become the religious leader of the society. By virtue of the
Saracen law brought to him on the horns of his trained bull he renounces baptism,
brings back circumcision, and allows one man to have ten wives – and vice versa!72

After his religious leadership has been secured, Machomet becomes involved in
warfare against the Persians: Gautier’s remark about God giving victory to those
who are humble and who repent could be a direct quotation from a crusade
chronicler describing the outcome of a battle.73 Machomet abandons his men to
be slaughtered by the enemy on the battlefield, and tells the soldiers’ wives and
children that God has destroyed the army for their sins.74 The new religion spreads
and Machomet dies old and famous, only to suffer the pains of hell. After his death
his disciples embalm the body and make him a miraculous arch, in which his body
seems to float in the air. They believe that his soul has ascended to the stars, and
his body remains venerated in the city of Mecca.75

Gautier’s main themes – winning the affection of the lady, the wedding
festivities and waging war – are essentially closer to chanson de geste than other
vitae. The author refers frequently to Machomet’s licentiousness and error, but
equally to the consequences of deliberate sinning. The text emphasizes the search
for power and social mobility. Gautier’s text is a travesty but, unlike the other
three, it is a travesty of a heretical knight and, more precisely, a crusader knight.

Adelphus likewise places the story in a crusading milieu, explaining that he
heard it on his way from Jerusalem to Antioch,76 and Bischoff’s dating of c.115077

gives further support to the claim of the author’s participation in the failed Second
Crusade.78 In comparison with Gautier’s text, Adelphus’s version is more realistic,
and more pessimistic. Accordingly, Machomet’s sect creates monstrous danger for
Christendom, representing another example of the eternal fight between ‘the
sacred faith and paganism, the Temple of the Lord and the idol’.79 As the text
proceeds, it nevertheless becomes clear that Machomet is completely human, and
that the mentions of monstrosity refer to his ruthlessness rather than any
biological abnormality. What makes Adelphus’s text interesting is that he describes
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Machomet’s career as a process indicating personal change. It is power that
corrupts Machomet, a poor swineherd from the remote mountains of Lebanon.

Adelphus describes learning as a means of social mobility, and draws a direct link
between successful dogmatism and communal power. He is the only one among
the writers who includes the traditional definition of Saracens – that they should
be called Agareni after Hagar, not Saraceni as if they were related to Sarah80 – which
is frequently found in ecclesiastic authors’ texts from the Church fathers onward.
Machomet changes when he meets a Nestorian heretic who has been excom-
municated and exiled by his community to sylvan, uninhabited mountains. On
describing the hermit, Adelphus quotes Paul’s metaphor of foxes despoiling
grapevines, which is another commonly quoted verse in learned passages describing
the heretical enemies of the Church.81 While tending his herd, a demon leads
Machomet to meet this vile man, whom he reveres for his learnedness and
authority. Machomet returns again and again to listen to the hermit teaching his
diabolical doctrine, and eventually becomes his trusted disciple.82

Together these men begin to preach among Machomet’s people. Adelphus
states that the new cult belonged neither to orthodox Christiany nor pagan
idolatry, but to Nestorian heresy reformulated by Machomet and his teacher.83 At
this phase, Machomet still accepts the hermit as his leader, and swears his loyalty
and belief in the piety, dignity and authority of the holy man.84 Machomet’s
devotion is obviously real, and his suggestion that the hermit’s doctrine be written
down as a holy book is based on genuine devotion. A description of the faked
miracle and the training of the cow to give the book to Machomet follows.85

When their following among ignorant people becomes numerous, however,
Machomet begins to envy his teacher, who is now venerated as a holy man among
the Agarens. Besides, Machomet is not the sole disciple any more, but has to face
competition from other favourites. In the middle of the night, Machomet takes
his knife and stabs his teacher, later pretending his death is natural.86

In the three remaining paragraphs of Adelphus’s story, Machomet is chosen as
the leader of the religious community in his teacher’s place. Not long afterwards,
the good King of Babylonia dies, and Machomet, who has secret support even in
the court, manages to press the widower queen to marry him.87 Thereafter
Machomet is the universal leader of the Saracens, and is able to use his power to
distribute his erroneous beliefs until he is eventually lacerated by wild pigs while
hunting in a forest. Only the right arm of the false prophet is left behind.88

Adelphus chose the origin, rise and diffusion of a heresy as the central theme of
his text. He shows that a clever young man among the landless poor can be raised
to religious leadership and that, with adequate support, his ambition will become
limitless. Remote areas where the authority of the Church is less pronounced are
in particular danger of becoming stained by heresy. Whereas in Gautier’s text
Machomet was motivated by love, fortune and glory, Adelphus’s teaching is that
Machomet’s opportunism is particularly dangerous, because it derives from
spiritual decay. The moral of the story is that all who take up the sword of heresy
will perish by that very sword, even if they originally act in good faith.
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Adelphus does not discuss the imagined perversions of Machomet: accusations
of bigamy, sodomy and other indications of loose sexual morals are not once
mentioned. The text similarly omits any details of his teaching, other than
pointing out that it was not idolatrous. The only act of violence is limited to
personal aggression concealed from the community; no declaration of war takes
place.

These four texts refer to Muslims as Saracens.89 The geographical place names
mentioned – Babylon, Lebanon, Libya, Jerusalem and Alexandria – coincide with
the mythical fringes of the known world mentioned in crusader chronicles as well
as with the medieval western notion of the east as the cradle of heretical beliefs.
According to Embricon, Mammutius became the Consul of Libia and married the
Queen of Babylon. Adelphus locates him in a cave in the mountains of Lebanon,
while Gautier originates Machomet among the Idumean race. Typically of
medieval treatises, the words Muslim and Islam are not used.

The texts agree on the historical existence of Machomet and his pre-eminence
among the Saracen people. Similar to the brave Saracen opponent who brightens
the glory of the Christian knight in the chansons, a powerful villain offers an
indispensable travesty of the majesty of Christ and his warlike champions. Unlike
the noble enemy of epic poetry, however, the vitae deliberately ridicule Machomet
before consigning him to hell. Colourful and entertaining, they were produced to
appeal to various types of audience. Gautier’s text was later translated into the
vernacular, and similar translations of the other three texts may have been
circulated at some point. The texts intentionally describe Machomet in pejorative
terms, representing the hard edge of crusade sources’ rhetorical attack against the
publicly nominated enemy, which in general terms was not produced to educate
people, but to arouse them to take up arms.90 The core of medieval religious
prejudice is efficiently summarized in this genre, but this is not the complete
explanation.

What do we actually learn about Machomet? The authors tell us that he was
poor and lacked connections. He lived in a community which knew about
Christianity and even had Christian members. At the fringes of this community
were individual religious nonconformists, from whom Machomet drew his
doctrinal support. Basically, the Saracen society resembles its western counterpart
so much as to be an allegory of it. Unlike the chansons, references to the exotic
east are absent; nor is Machomet genuinely skilled in magic or trained in oriental
astrology. In fact, he is not even possessed by a demon. In his western lives,
Machomet is entirely human. At the beginning of the story he is described as a
young man, sometimes an imbecile, sometimes cunning, but essentially of servile
status, meagre expectations and great hunger for wealth and dignity.91 If the
geographical setting were altered, it would not be a difficult task to imagine his
twin brother living in a village in the medieval west.

In contrast to chansons and crusader chronicles from the early twelfth cen-
tury, the western lives of Machomet do not refer to paganism and idolatry.92

Machomet’s followers are mainly mentioned in terms of heresy. They represent a
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sect within a community, and the values that they renounce are essentially
Christian: Machomet does not create new doctrine, but turns the old one upside
down. He attacks the sacraments and the Christian order and, because he preaches
a religion that gives simple people the freedom to sin, he becomes popular. He
does not seek to conquer some remote kingdom, but attacks his own community,
eventually polluting it by schism. The main charges against him – the denial of
sacraments, incest, adultery and prostitution – are all problems that well up from
within society, not outside it.

The most detailed and accurate twelfth-century treatise on Islam, Peter the
Venerable’s summary Adversus nefandam haeresim sive sectam Saracenorum
(1142), suggests the Saracen heresy. As the abbot of Cluny, Peter commissioned
the first Latin translation of the Koran; he was personally involved in the process,
knew where to find adequate scholars to accomplish the project and carefully
studied the information gathered by the brothers responsible for the translation
work. He was aware of the monotheism of Islam, of Muhammad’s role as the
Prophet, of the holiness of the Koran, and of the five pillars of faith,93 but he
decided to regard Islam as a heretical movement.

By the mid-twelfth century, two parallel literary traditions concerning Muslims
occur in the Catholic west. Peter’s text manifests the standpoint of ecclesiastic
scholarship, lumping Islam together with Christian heresy.94 At the same time,
popular poetry and the storytelling tradition describe Muslims in terms of
idolatrous pagans venerating Muhammad as if he was their god. Both perceptions
of Islam were derived from established forms of writing. In Peter’s case, we can
trace the origins of Saracen heresy to the ancient dispute between the descendants
of Abraham, while the fantastic figure of the Saracen of the geste seems to have
been more recent. From the Islamic point of view, both perceptions were
erroneous, if not outright blasphemous.

Medieval literary genres reflect these ideas and often combine them. Whereas
chansons mostly describe Saracens as idolaters, notions of heresy sometimes
emerge between the lines. The western lives of Machomet relied primarily on the
heretical interpretation, but they also borrow elements from popular poetry,
especially in Gautier’s case. Similarly, crusader chronicles include both the idea of
the worthy pagan warrior and the vile heretical adversary in their depiction of
Saracens. While the medieval ecclesiastical history-writing and literature often
favoured the heresy line,95 such popular major works as Vincent of Beauvais’s
Speculum historiale (1220–44) refer to the worship of the idol of Mahomet.96

The Christian idea of Islam as a heresy was, of course, almost as old as Islam
itself, originating in the writings of John of Damascus and Theophanes from the
early eighth century.97 The typical accusations related to heresy were likewise
present from the beginning, portraying Islam as a negation of true Christianity,
guilty of moral and religious pollution, perverse sexuality, and hatred for the
orthodox faith. Keeping in mind that crusading intensified the strife between the
eastern and western Churches, it is no coincidence that crusader chronicles often
mention Muslims and Byzantine Christians in the same breath. The effeminate
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and corrupted Greek makes his appearance in crusader propaganda in parallel with
the textual invention of Muhammad in the west.

The theme of pollution is especially pronounced in the western vitae. After
Machomet had strengthened his rule among his people, he condemned the sacred
laws of Christianity and forced his followers to resort to bestiality. After his death,
Saracens invaded Christian lands, turned churches into stables and filled sanc-
tuaries with their filthy practices.98 To strengthen their ranks, they even recruited
inhuman barbarians, the horrible Agulani.99

Heresy becomes an acute problem in Christian writings during the twelfth
century, with the appearance of several heretical movements in various parts of
Catholic Christendom. It was not a crucial theme in crusader chronicles written
between 1100 and 1110; by the middle of the century, the situation had altered
considerably. When we look at the themes discussed in detail in the western lives
of Machomet – false prophecy, denial of sacraments, spiritual laxness and pollu-
tion, envy of true believers, moral opportunism, loose sexual morals, perversion –
it is evident that exactly the same accusations are directed towards sectarians and
Saracens alike.100 Furthermore, the four vitae refer to Machomet’s refusal to
observe the doctrines of the Church, his resistance against legal and moral
authorities, cerebral disease and unprivileged status, all features that Moore
includes in his classical definition of a medieval heretic in the Formation of a
Persecuting Society.101

The communities described are attacked by their own members, often bitter
clerics, whose ecclesiastical careers have failed and whose following essentially
consists of young adults. The primus motor of the ideology in all four lives was not
Machomet, but a fellow Christian acting as a mentor of heresy. In Guibert’s
account, Islam was the invention of an enraged hermit who wanted to avenge
himself, while Embricon portrays an apostate mage using a simpleton as his vessel.
In this case, the mage takes his revenge through Mammutius after a ploy intended
to make him the pontifex of Jerusalem has come to nothing and he has been
repudiated by the Christian community. Adelphus tells a similar story, although
in his case the hermit has been exiled from Alexandria. Gautier’s version is
exceptional, because the hermit seeks to protect Christendom by assisting
Machomet.

The events take place in rural peripheries and in half-mythical cities that are
geographically remote from the European heartlands. Ishmael, the ancestor of the
Saracen people, was within the Christian tradition conventionally described as a
countryman, rusticus homo.102 Although medieval heresies stemmed from both
urban and rural networks, the most persistent of them, Catharism, found its major
following in the rural communities of southern France. With the intensification
of the Cathar question, crusade ideology was gradually extended to include the
fight against Christian dissidents, which eventually developed into expansive
warfare during the Albigensian crusades (1209–29).

At the beginning of this chapter, the western lives of Machomet were described
as semi-fictive connectives between various crusade-related genres. To be more
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specific, they represent a phase in which crusading was turning inward, towards
societies which themselves claimed to be piously Christian. Their adversary is the
traditional arch-enemy of the warriors of Christ, but the context transcends the
conventional themes treated in crusader chronicles: sacred warfare, blood ven-
geance for God, and redemptive acts of violence. The travesties of Machomet are
intentional crusade propaganda, but they are primarily targeted against erroneous
fellow Christians, and were meant to be read as examplae, warning examples about
what could happen to a Christian community when a heretic is given free rein.
The founder of Islam was a logical choice. Western writers had traditionally
attributed heresy to alien infection,103 and at the peak of crusading fervour
Saracens were regarded as a common threat in the medieval west. They made an
ideal target for religious propaganda, because they were safely distanced from
people’s everyday lives and appeared in the exotic east, where the impossible could
become possible, and from where heretical influences were known to have
originated in earlier years. Although non-Christians, they nevertheless mentioned
biblical characters in their holy texts, which could be criticized in a manner that
any Christian audience would be able to grasp. Finally, they were part of sacred
history through Hagar and Ishmael, and this history had traditionally been
discussed in the works of Christian theological authorities.

From the medieval western point of view, Muhammad’s gravest error had been
the denial of the hegemony of Christians. Peter the Venerable was especially
shocked by the fact that after having studied the tenets of Christianity, which can
be seen in reworked biblical quotations in the Koran, Muhammad rejected the
Christian faith.104 For Peter, he represented the most successful of the ‘false
prophets’ and the western masses had to be warned against diabolical plots, which
had led to suppression of the true faith in vast areas.

The four lives share a view of Machomet as a diabolical trickster, but unlike later
treatises, they do not speak of him as antichrist. He is not a giant, not black as a
devil, does not wear horns or bark like a dog; there is nothing in the description
to relate him to the monstrous races of the chansons de geste. However, because
he is indistinguishable from the mass of landless poor, he is even more dangerous,
a heretical insider who despoils the flock.

The eschatological interpretation of history incorporating the beginning of the
era of antichrist, the persecution of the pious and the final battle is absent from
the western descriptions of Machomet’s life, even Guibert’s account, which is
famous for its apocalyptical framing of the First Crusade. Nor is mission among
the Saracens discussed. Because heretics had traditionally been associated with
antichrist, it would have been possible to interpret the rise of Islam as a sign of
antichrist’s coming,105 as is typical of eighth-century Syrian Christian and
Byzantine writings. This idea had only very limited impact in the early western
lives of Machomet.106 Not that the authors would have been unaware of earlier
Christian tradition. The early twelfth-century vitae represent a genre with a
genuine basis in the international textual tradition of the Middle Ages. The works
of Guibert, Embricon, Gautier and Adelphus include references not only to earlier
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Byzantine and Iberian texts on Islam, but to the Hadith texts on the Prophet
through eastern Christian writings. More often than not, their fantastical inter-
pretation was based upon facts, however distorted from the original context. The
writers were correct in claiming that Muhammad did not come from the highest
circle of society, that he had contacts with Christians, that he married his former
employer, and that he gave a sacred law to his followers. The major Islamic sources
on Muhammad, the Koran, Hadith, Sira, the sayings attributed to Muhammad
prior to the ninth century, as well as the popular stories of his life and miracles,107

include elements familiar from his parodic western lives. The biography of the
Prophet by Ibn Hisham (d. 828/833) mentions Muhammad’s background, the
Christian hermit Bahira as the first person to acknowledge Muhammad’s sacred
vocation, Muhammad’s marriage to Khadidja, the writing of the Koran, and its
main premises. The fundamental difference resides in interpretation, not in the
basic content. Although derogatory and offensive, the tradition of the Prophet in
western texts would have been recognizable to any Muslim reader.108

Two of the four parodists, Guibert and Adelphus, viewed Islam as a mono-
theistic religion.109 The other two did not dispute monotheism, but rather showed
Machomet as a man of no inborn religion. It is worth stressing that throughout
the crusading era the learned writers were able to depict Saracens as monotheists,
as well as to understand Muhammad’s role as the Prophet of Islam correctly. The
sub-plots of cows and pigs are similarly relevant. Peculiar as these remarks are, they
nevertheless show that their writers had some idea of the special image of the
cow110 (the second sura of Koran is called the ‘cow’s sura’) and the pig111 (not to
be eaten because of its filthiness) in Islamic tradition. The four parodies discussed
here are by no means idle chit-chat: they did not invent the details, but rather
extracted them from the original context and turned them into venomous
propaganda.

Conclusions

Crusading had a deeply unifying effect on the developing idea of western
Christendom. Recording an essentially European phenomenon, crusade sources
reflect the inner tides and tensions of western religiosity rather than a genuine
clash of civilizations. For the crusading ideology, the existence of an integral
Christendom was the crucial aim. This aim was supported by military struggle
against non-believers, but whereas campaigning was a useful method for achieving
the innermost objective, it could not be an objective in itself.

What really bothered medieval Christians, in respect to both Jews and Muslims,
was the idea that they had deliberately chosen not to be Christians. The
ambiguous rabbinical inheritance of Ishmael’s idolatry would never have devel-
oped into a mature theory of Saracen heresy in medieval Christian writings had
Islam as a religion never emerged. Suspicion principally stemmed from the fact
that they had decided to leave the common stock, the stock that should have formed
an undivided Christendom. Societal peace could be seriously fractured by
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pogroms, and Jews were to convert by the end of time in any case, according to
the Bible and the medieval view, but what was to become of Muslims?

The idea of adversary rivalism is keenly related to heresy in Christian thought
from the early centuries AD onwards. The revival of heretical groups in western
Christendom during the twelfth century stimulated written attacks against
heterodoxy; renouncing heresy is also the crucial moral convention behind the
travesties of Machomet.112 The description of Saracens in twelfth-century western
sources has particular, genre-specific forms, but more often than not they are
depicted in terms of mirroring and imitation. Whereas the geste portrays them as
superficially exotic reflections of the Christian knight, the travesties set them in
the framework of familiar heresy. Otherness is based on religion in the source
material. Saracens are mentioned by chroniclers as the enemies of Christendom,
but their hatred is not directed against an individual Christian, but rather against
Christianity as a concept. Conflict ends in conversion.

The present academic discussion habitually divides treatises into those dis-
cussing medieval heresy and those concerning Christian–Muslim relations. Having
written this chapter, I am not convinced that the medieval mind would have seen
this division as clear-cut. One of the main functions of the western parodies 
of Machomet’s life was to be a warning against heresy. The authors seem to be
afraid not of unknown foreign invaders attacking the Christian heartlands from
Khorasan, but of the idea of dissident heretics looming within the religious
community. In this sense the Islamic world indeed represents for them a perverse
Christendom, a realm which was once truly Christian, but which became cor-
rupted by Machomet, the wicked arch-heretic. The religious zeal of the early
crusaders becomes more nuanced if they can be perceived as attacking treasonous
ex-Christians rather than non-Christians, about whom no reliable information was
available in public. Such notions would also have facilitated the ideological
extension of crusading against Catholic heretics by the thirteenth century.

An important question is how Embricon of Mainz, Guibert of Nogent, Gautier
of Compiègne and Adelphus were able to attack the key Islamic doctrines of the
Prophet Muhammad: his revelation and prophecy, the transmission of the Koran
and the divine law given by Gabriel, his resurrection, as well as his social origin
and marriages. Their accusations are not simply a continuation of the timeless
vituperation against various enemies – loose morals, perverse sexuality, false
doctrine – but specifically based upon Islamic tradition.

The writing of these historical travesties of Machomet coincided with the
preaching of the crusades and the rise of popular heresy, which further boosted
their composition. Many researchers, myself among them, have claimed that the
great transmontane masses of Europe had no direct connection with Muslims
before the First Crusade. This is probably true, but whether medieval westerners
had been and remained without reliable sources of information on Islam is another
matter. The contents of the four lives of Machomet considered here simply do not
support the notion of the absence of historical source material. They polemicize
historical events and most often revert them, but the fact is still discernible.
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Jean Flori has argued that the medieval western audience was genuinely inter-
ested in Muslims, whereas Norman Daniel has denied the existence of inter-
cultural inquisitiveness.113 I can agree with both. The fact that imagined
Muhammad and his followers occur frequently in a great number of western
historical sources from the early twelfth century onward indicates widespread
awareness of Islam and the continuing popularity of the subject. These sources
are not limited to purely crusade-related topics, but include canon law, histo-
riography, education, diplomacy and so on. At the same time, the western interest
was primarily directed inwards, and Muslims continued to be discussed in terms
of inclusively Christian terminology. No serious treatise of Islam as an authentic
faith was produced in the medieval west.

We know very little of the reception of the early western lives of Muhammad,
and it is impossible to tell whether the audience regarded the texts as entertain-
ment, moral tales, the historical truth, a mixture of all these, or something else.
The key message – the preference for one faith and an integral and uniform
Christian Church – was believed and commonly accepted.
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Arabic, that Saracens fabricate idols in the name of Mahomet, and that there was an
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However, these two authors were writing in the Iberian peninsula, and their texts
reflect ideas specially related to the reconquista. Except for the remotely possible
exception of Ademar of Chabannes, crusade historians from the Franko-Norman and
Teutonic realms did not discuss crusading in terms of the appearance of antichrist
before the thirteenth century.

107 According to the Koran, Muhammad’s only miraculous act was the production of the
holy book, whereas the Hadith and biographies contain several references to the
miracles of the Prophet.

108 As Norman Daniel states in ‘Learned and Popular Attitude to the Arabs in the Middle
Ages’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 41, 1977–8, 41–51. However, he is
painstakingly correct in pointing out the difficulty of explaining medieval western texts,
which seem to include fact and fiction at the same time. He could have been describing
the interpretation of these early travesties of Machomet’s life.

109 GN 100; Adelphus, Vita Machometi, lines 115–17. Several later crusade-related
authors were aware of the monotheism of Islam, including Peter the Venerable and
his translators, Otto of Freising, William of Malmesbury, William of Tyre and
Humbert of Romans.

110 The animal motif is developed in the story of the bovine disciple of Machomet.
According to Adelphus and Guibert, the false prophet trained a cow to perform his
false miracles. The cow ran to him with the Saracen law on her horns at his command,
acting as a messenger of faith. In Gautier’s version, Machomet has a white bull arrive
bearing the Koran, and Embricon includes in his vitae a lengthy series of bovine
miracles, which culminate in the removal of the King of Babylon from the throne and
his replacement by Mammutius before the eyes of an admiring audience. GN 97–98;
Adelphus, Vita Machometi, lines 225–32; Gautier of Compiègne, Otia de Machomete,
lines 839–56; Embricon of Mainz, Vita Mahumeti, lines 518–41, 605–44, 667–9,
695.

111 The western tradition relates the prohibition on the eating of pork to the death of the
Prophet. In Guibert’s account Mathomus dies during an epileptic attack, and is
eventually eaten by pigs, which leave nothing behind but his heels. His followers think
that he has gone to heaven. Adelphus’s work includes a similar story, although this
time the part of the body left behind is the right arm. Machomet’s link with pigs is
here stressed by making him a swineherd from Lebanon. In Embricon’s text, God
strikes Mammutius with epilepsy and makes him fall among pigs, which lacerate his
body and separate his head from his shoulders. GN 99; Adelphus, Vita Machometi,
lines 311–22; Embricon of Mainz, Vita Mahumeti, lines 835–45, 1055–7.

112 Generally speaking, the majority of medieval learned treatises emphasized heresy and
the denial of Christ rather than idolatry in their explanation of Islam. However, genre
dictated the interpretation to some extent, and in cases of the chansons and chronicles,
idolatry prevails or occurs in parallel with heresy.

113 Jean Flori, ‘La caricature de l’Islam dans l’Occident médiéval: origine et signification
de quelques stéréotypes concernant l’Islam’, Aevum 2, 1992, 245–56; Norman
Daniel, Islam and the West: The Making of an Image (3rd edn), Washington:
Oneworld, 2000, p. 193.

S I N I  K A N G A S

160



7

THE IMPACT OF THE FIRST
CRUSADE ON WESTERN 
OPINION TOWARDS THE

BYZANTINE EMPIRE1

The Dei Gesta per Francos of Guibert of 
Nogent and the Historia Hierosolymitana

of Fulcher of Chartres 

Léan Ní Chléirigh

While the fall of Jerusalem in 1099 to the forces of the First Crusade led to cen-
turies of strained relations between the ‘West’ and the Islamic world, ironically, the
effect of the crusade on the most important local Christian power, the Byzantine
Empire, was disastrous. Disputes during the course of the 1096–9 expedition
coloured Western attitudes against ‘New Rome’, entered into the consciousness of
Latin Christendom and laid the basis for a direct assault on the empire – a Christian
empire – by crusaders in 1204. Chapter 3 of this volume provides a detailed
examination of the political, economic and military interaction between the
crusades and the Byzantine Empire, but in this chapter the mentality of the first
crusaders towards their co-religionists will be examined in detail. The devastating
consequences of the enmity between the Latins and the Byzantines are well known,
but the origin of this antagonism remains more obscure. Did the crusaders leave
Western Europe hoping, as Urban II almost certainly did, to reconcile any religious
grievances with the orthodox Christians and combat Islam as a unified Christianity?
Or had they preconceived negative attitudes towards the Byzantines that were
given flight when political circumstances brought conflict between them? Was
Urban II’s conciliatory attitude towards the Eastern Christians echoed among the
majority of the crusaders, or was it even understood? Did the events and outcome
of the campaign of 1096–9 harden attitudes that had initially been positive?

The relative abundance of sources for the First Crusade, those written by
eyewitnesses and those written by contemporaries, allows us to canvass a broader
section of opinion than for many periods in the Middle Ages. In particular,
through an examination of two early twelfth-century chronicles of the First
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Crusade, which offer widely differing views of the Byzantines, this chapter will
demonstrate that there was not a consensus of opinion towards the Byzantines
even up to a number of years after the fall of Jerusalem. The Dei Gesta per Francos
of Guibert, abbot of Nogent-sous-Coucy, contains religious, political and moral
denunciations of the Byzantines and their emperor, Alexios I Komnenos, while
the Historia Hierosolymitana of Fulcher of Chartres, chaplain to King Baldwin I
of Jerusalem, contains almost no criticism of the emperor or his subjects. The
influences on these two authors are investigated to assess the effect that the events
of the crusade and its aftermath had on their attitudes, allowing for some insight
into the impact the First Crusade had on the evolution of the views of the Latin
West towards the Byzantine Empire.

The announcement of the First Crusade at the Council of Clermont in 1095
by Pope Urban II and the subsequent preaching by himself and others prompted
an enormous response from military men and unarmed pilgrims. Whether
intentionally or not, the call to combat the enemies of God created a dichotomy
between Christians and non-Christians in the minds of the crusaders with violent
results, such as the massacres of the Rhineland Jews in 1096. This theological
background to the preaching of the crusades placed the Byzantine Empire in a
difficult position. In 1095 Alexios had sent envoys to the Council of Piacenza to
ask for Western aid against the encroaching Muslim forces.2 It is almost certain
that Alexios had in mind aid of a similar nature to that which the West had been
providing for generations, namely mercenaries or groups of knights who would
be assimilated into the imperial forces. The imperial forces would then presumably
have been employed in strategic operations designed to reconquer the lands lost
by the empire; indeed, this is how Alexios conducted his military affairs in the
wake of the crusade. In contrast with this more limited perspective, the actual
crusade was an independent, all-out assault on the non-Christian East up to and
including Jerusalem.

When the crusade armies began to arrive in imperial territory in 1096, Alexios
was faced with the difficult task of accommodating substantial armies with their
own independent leaders as well as large numbers of non-combatants who were
poorly funded and even worse behaved.3 Having requested aid from the West,
Alexios now had to deal with that aid and the crusaders apparently expected the
empire to take full part in the expedition. The poor discipline of the initial crusade
contingent led by Peter the Hermit on their journey through imperial territories
and their disturbance of public order near Constantinople had put the Byzantines
on their guard.4 When the following crusaders arrived to a hostile population and
close attention from imperial forces, relations deteriorated and violence broke out.
Once reasonably harmonious relations had been restored and the crusading army
moved into Asia Minor, there was a degree of Latin–Byzantine cooperation on
the expedition, most notably during the siege of Nicaea in June 1097, when
Alexios provided boats to the crusaders to blockade the city from the lake side.

During the siege of Antioch, with the apparent failure of Alexios to join the
expedition, as well as the departure of Tatikios, the Byzantine envoy to the
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crusade, many crusaders felt that they no longer owed political or religious 
loyalty to the Byzantines. Establishing a Latin principality centred on Antioch,
Bohemond I, the Norman Prince of Taranto, defended his occupation of lands
held previously by the emperor by accusing Alexios of defaulting on his promises
to the crusaders.

In 1101 groups of crusaders left Western Europe and travelled through the
empire to reinforce Latin forces in the new crusader principalities. These crusaders
were defeated heavily in their journey through Asia Minor and some commen-
tators blamed the outcome on Byzantine treachery.5 It was at this time that the
earliest written reports of the crusade made their way back to Western Europe.

Probably the earliest and certainly the most influential of the narratives of the
First Crusade was the anonymous Gesta Francorum et Aliorum Hierosolymitano-
rum. That this chronicle was available in multiple copies can be seen in the extent
to which it was used by other authors both the Levant and Western Europe.6 The
Gesta Francorum was almost certainly written by a follower of Bohemond, the
leader of the southern Italian Normans. Not long after the defeat of the forces of
Kerbogha, Atabeg of Mosul, by the crusade forces after the siege of Antioch in
1098, Bohemond had established himself as Prince of Antioch. This had brought
him into conflict with the Byzantine emperor, who claimed the city for himself.
Bohemond returned to France in 1106 and preached a new crusade with the
support of Pope Paschal II. This crusade never made it to the Near East; instead,
it turned aside at Dyrrachium and engaged the Byzantine forces there. It has been
suggested by modern historians that the intention of the Norman prince had been
to attack the Byzantines from the start, and one contemporary commentator
reported that Bohemond had verbally attacked the Byzantine emperor while
preaching the ‘crusade’ of 1106–7 in France.7 This perspective, developed by A.C.
Krey in a famous article, led him to suggest that the Gesta Francorum was brought
to the West by Bohemond to support his preaching campaign and that the anti-
Byzantine tone of the Gesta suited his purpose.8 The subsequent criticisms of the
Byzantines by those medieval authors who used the Gesta Francorum as the basis
of their chronicles have therefore been traced to this attempt by Bohemond to
lead an assault on the Byzantine lands.

An overly strict adherence to the above interpretation releases the authors of
narratives derived from the anonymous Gesta from having their own input with
regard to a negative portrayal of the Byzantines and reduces their chronicles to
derivatives of their source. At least three authors in France read the Gesta
Francorum in the opening years of the twelfth century. Each of these writers felt
that the style of the anonymous chronicle was deficient and that the events it
described needed to be presented in a more correct style and within a coherent
theological framework.9 All three added information that they had received from
other sources, in particular a more detailed description of the Council of
Clermont, which the anonymous author described only briefly.10 The extent to
which each of these authors reinterpreted the material in the Gesta Francorum to
suit their theological and exegetical agenda demonstrates that they were by no
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means passive copyists and there is, therefore, no reason to assume that they
included statements of anti-Byzantine sentiment unintentionally. Guibert of
Nogent, in particular, developed the criticisms of the Byzantines in his source to
criticise their character traits, their religion and above all their emperor.

The Gesta Francorum was not the only eyewitness account of the First Crusade:
at least three other eyewitnesses wrote accounts of the expedition. It is clear,
however, that each of these authors made use of the anonymous history in their
own works. In the case of Fulcher of Chartres, although he took part in the
crusade, he borrowed a number of sections of his history directly from the Gesta.
This is because Fulcher was absent from the main body of the Christian army 
from 17 September 1097, when the lord to whom he was affiliated, Baldwin of
Boulogne, detached his forces to march towards Tarsus. When Baldwin then took
up the opportunity of becoming Lord of Edessa, Fulcher accompanied him as his
chaplain.11 It was not until Baldwin completed his pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1100
that Fulcher reached the Holy City, and he settled there permanently after 1101,
when Baldwin became king on the death of his brother Godfrey of Bouillon. It is
clear that Fulcher used the anonymous chronicle (among other sources) to provide
details for those events of the First Crusade at which he had not been present, in
particular the sieges of Antioch and the journey to Jerusalem.12 The departure of
Tatikios from the siege of Antioch and the failure of Alexios to join the crusade at
this point brought crusader–Byzantine relations to their lowest level. The Gesta
Francorum, Fulcher’s principal source, described the Byzantine envoy as ‘our
enemy’. Even if Fulcher were meticulously balanced in his portrayal of the
Byzantines up to this point, the unequivocal tone of his source could reasonably
be expected to find an echo in his Historia. Yet the Historia Hierosolymitana
contains virtually no hint of this deterioration in relations.

In the cases of Guibert and Fulcher, it is clear that these crusading historians
did not adopt the point of view of their source wholesale with regard to the
Byzantine Empire, and indeed other subjects. They filtered the material they were
using through their own respective perspectives. Through a close examination of
the attitude expressed towards the Byzantines in the works of these historians and
in providing an assessment of the influences helping shape these attitudes, it can
be seen that the events of the First Crusade had, in fact, only a limited effect in
changing the very different attitudes of these two authors towards the Byzantines.

Guibert, abbot of Nogent-sous-Coucy

The Dei Gesta per Francos is only one of Guibert of Nogent’s written works, which
include a work on sermons, biblical exegesis of the Book of Genesis, his
autobiography or memoirs, a treatise against the Jews and a work on the treatment
of relics.13 Our knowledge of Guibert’s life comes from the autobiography or De
Vita Sua sive Monodiae. He was born into a noble family and gives us his father’s
name, Evrard, but not his mother’s. When Guibert was born, medical compli-
cations put both his and his mother’s lives at risk, prompting Evrard to pledge his

L É A N  N Í  C H L É I R I G H

164



son to the monastic life, should both survive. His father died when he was very
young and his mother provided him with a tutor. When Guibert was twelve his
mother joined the local monastery of St Germer-de-Fly and his tutor joined the
same house soon after.14 After living with his cousins for a time, Guibert also
joined St Germer and began his monastic career. By the time of the composition
of the Dei Gesta per Francos in 1109, Guibert was abbot of Nogent-sous-Coucy.15

Guibert was not an eyewitness participant on the crusade yet his extensive
classical reading informed him that the classical and Isidorean definition of history
was that written by ‘him who had taken part’.16 The question of whether he was
fit to write a history of the First Crusade troubled Guibert and he paused on a
number of occasions to assure his reader that he should not be criticised for
writing the Dei Gesta. Guibert explained that he had compared his source, the
Gesta Francorum, with the testimony of eyewitnesses to determine its reliability.17

Although he had added considerably to his source, he was keen to emphasise the
care he took: ‘any [information] which I added, I heard either from those who
had seen, or I learned by myself ’.18 Still sensitive to criticism, he continued to
defend himself, insisting that writers of saints’ lives had not always witnessed the
events they recorded.19

The Dei Gesta of Guibert of Nogent is substantially longer than the Gesta
Francorum – added length which is not merely the product of embellishment.
While he mentioned having consulted eyewitnesses, Guibert also had access to a
number of written sources in addition to the Gesta Francorum. He received an
early version of the Historia Hierosolymitana of Fulcher of Chartres and a letter
apparently from Alexios, Emperor of Byzantium, to Robert I of Flanders in which
the emperor described the devastation of Asia Minor by the Turkish advances and
asked for military aid.20 Many of the additions were designed to address gaps in
his source, the most striking example being his description of Clermont and the
speech of Urban II, which were only briefly described in the Gesta Francorum.
Similarly, while the account of the anonymous source ends in 1099 after the Battle
of Ascalon, Guibert’s Dei Gesta continued to include the death of Godfrey of
Bouillon and the disastrous crusade of 1101.21 Guibert’s additions to his source
were not just details missed by the Gesta Francorum, however: they included a
long introduction discussing the situation in the Near East and his interpretation
of how these conditions came about as well as theological and exegetical inter-
pretations of the crusade’s outcome.

Clearly these additions are of interest here as they are aspects of the Dei Gesta
for which Guibert can be held entirely responsible. It is in these additions too that
much of Guibert’s attitude towards the Byzantines is in evidence. In Book I,
where he detailed the situation in the East and the advances of the Turks, Guibert
argued that the Byzantines were, to a large degree, to blame for the successes of
the Turkish invasions. In his representation of the letter of Alexios Komnenos to
Robert of Flanders, Guibert commented that the emperor was responsible for the
situation that now engulfed him.

It is not enough to look only at the ‘original’ parts of the Dei Gesta. The Gesta
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Francorum could be hostile to the Byzantines and in his acceptance of the
criticisms within his source, Guibert made them his own, in some cases exagger-
ating events to suit an anti-Byzantine agenda. The criticism of the Byzantines in
the Gesta Francorum tended to be succinct denunciations of a particular action by 
Alexios or his officials, while Guibert asserted that, because of their ethnicity, the
Byzantines were religiously and politically corrupt, inviting the Turkish invasions
on themselves.

Guibert’s discussion of ethnicity had a classical origin, ascribing certain
characteristics to individual ethnic groups. Above all, the Franks were to be praised
and, in an aside, Guibert stated that it was to the Franks that the pope had looked
in the first place to make the expedition to the Holy Land, arguing with a certain
German cleric that the Germans (Teutonici) had consistently disobeyed the Holy
See and proved themselves to be militarily worthless on crusade.22 Bohemond of
Taranto, the hero of the crusade, was a southern Italian Norman, but Guibert
adopted him as a Frank, claiming the ancestry of the Italian Normans was French
and also noting that Bohemond had married the daughter of the King of France,
Constance.23 The military skill of the Turks was emphasised to demonstrate the
prowess of the Franks in defeating them, and Guibert attacked those imagined
voices who would deny the strength of the Turks as a foe: ‘but perhaps, someone
or other suggests that they [the Turks] were a peasant band and common soldiers,
refuse collected from every part’.24

The Greeks as an ethnic group displayed a number of negative characteristics,
according to Guibert. When Hugh of Vermandois, brother of the King of France,
was the first of the princes to arrive in Byzantine territories, Guibert claimed that
he was particularly respected as royalty by the ‘Greeks, laziest of men’.25 When the
Byzantine emperor demanded that the princes swear an oath of loyalty to him, the
Gesta Francorum reported that they considered this to be unfair, while Guibert
explained that to swear an oath to the ‘puny Greeks’ would have been shameful.26

The Byzantines were not just puny or lazy, the Eastern personality brought
about by the climate had rendered them politically and religiously inconstant, and
this had led to their downfall. Following Isidore of Seville, Guibert described the
overriding characteristic of the Greeks as levitas (lightness): ‘Clearly these men,
according to the purity of the air and skies to which they are born, are with a
lightness of body [levitas], and therefore of keen talent.’27 The Byzantines,
however, had abused this keenness and they had used it to question the true faith
with ‘many useless commentaries’.28 The negative definition of levitas is clearly 
in use by Guibert when he states that ‘Asiatic instability’ (Asiaticam levitatem)
led them to overthrow and elect leaders frequently, a trait particularly abhorrent
to a Benedictine abbot.29 It was not just political authority that the Byzantines
had rejected. Theologically, this levitas had rendered them unable to stay true 
to the correct teachings of the Church: ‘the faith of Easterners, however, as it
consistently was staggering and inconstant and wandering with the grinding of
new things – always derailing rules of true belief – defected from the authority 
of the ancient Fathers’.30
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Guibert attacked the Eastern Church for its use of the filioque clause in the
Creed; its acceptance of married clergy; the use of leavened bread in the Eucharist;
and its refusal to accept papal primacy over the Eastern patriarchs. These com-
plaints were not peculiar to Guibert: they had been contested between the
Churches for some time, most notably during the ‘schism’ of 1054. In his
rendition of the speech of Urban at Clermont, Guibert presented the case for the
primacy of Rome:

If among the churches distributed throughout the whole world, some
deserve reverence before others, on account of persons and on account
of places – on account of persons, I say, because greater privileges are
attributed to the sees of the Apostles, but in the case of places the same
degree of dignity which is granted on account of persons, is also
attributed to royal cities such as the city of Constantinople – we owe the
greatest reverence to that church from which we received the grace of
redemption and the origin of all Christianity.31

Like most Western clerics, Guibert argued that Rome, as the see of St Peter,
inherited authority over the Eastern patriarchates.

While Guibert accepted the view of many in the West, including Anselm of
Canterbury, that the use of leavened or unleavened bread in the Eucharist did not
upset its validity, he would not accept either the use of the filioque clause in the
Eastern Creed or the acceptance of married clergy. In the second half of the
eleventh century, the reform papacy had campaigned against clerical marriage with
renewed vigour. Guibert, as a monk, was unsurprisingly supportive of this policy
and attacked the Eastern Church, stating that ‘no one is made a priest unless he
has first chosen marriage’.32 This, he claimed, was due to their misunderstanding
of Paul’s first letter to Timothy, which stated that priests should be ‘the husband
of one wife’. Guibert’s response was in line with that of the reform papacy: ‘that
this is said not of him who takes and has possession [of a wife], but of him who
had and sent away her whom he had and possessed, is confirmed most constantly
by the authority of the Western Church’.33

Although the Eastern Church accepted the legitimacy of clerical marriage, the
letter of Paul to Timothy was not cited as the basis for this. It was in fact used by
those in the West who opposed clerical celibacy, particularly in the letter Pseudo-
Udalrici Epistola de Continentia Clericorum, which was condemned by the
papacy in 1079.34 This letter seemed to have influenced a number of German and
French commentaries and it is possible that Guibert, knowing that the Eastern
Church approved of clerical marriage, assumed that the Pauline letter formed the
basis of this approval just as it was used to support clerical marriage in the West.35

Since the Western Church added the filioque clause to the Nicene Creed during
the third Council at Toledo in AD 589, the Eastern and Western Churches both
argued that the other’s creed upset the nature of the Trinity. The addition of the
clause in the West had formed part of the Church’s attempt to combat Arianism.
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According to Guibert, the Eastern Creed led to an inequality within the Trinity:
‘they have added this pinnacle to their damnation, they consider God to limp,
having inflicted upon him an inequality of his own nature’.36

This inequality implied by the Eastern Creed led the Eastern Christians into
the Arian heresy, according to Guibert: ‘what are they about to say of the Holy
Spirit, who contend with a profane mind that he is less than the Father and the
Son, following the remnants of the Arian heresy’.37 From this accusation of
heresy, Guibert proceeded to declare that heresy was an Eastern habit and 
he listed the heresies which had come from the East: ‘from Alexandria, Arius, 
from Persia, Mani emerged . . . What should I say of Eunomius, Eutychians
Nestorians?’.38

According to Guibert, with the exception of Pelagius, the West had never
produced a heresy: ‘if the catalogues of all the heresies are read, if the books of
the ancients written against heretics are examined, I will be amazed if, besides
Africa and the East there are discerned scarcely any [heresies] from the Latin
world’.39

The Turkish encroachments into Byzantine territories and the persecution of
the Eastern Christians were, according to Guibert, a direct result of their religious
failings:

But while God places a stumbling block before those who sin voluntarily,
their land vomited forth its own inhabitants, first they became deprived
of true faith and deservedly, then, by all rights, they were deprived of all
their earthly possessions. Since they deviate from faith in the Trinity, so
that hitherto they who are in filth become filthier, gradually they have
come to the final degradation of having taken paganism upon themselves
as the punishment for the sin proceeding from this, they have lost the
soil of their native land to invading foreigners, or if it happens that any
one of them remains there the natives have subjected themselves to the
payment of tribute to foreigners.40

Contemporaries saw the success of the crusade as the result of God’s divine favour.
This divine benevolence is one of the central themes in the Dei Gesta and on a
number of occasions Guibert highlighted the seemingly insurmountable obstacles
which the crusade had overcome in order to demonstrate how divine will had
brought about its success. Conversely, divine displeasure could bring tragic con-
sequences. The lapses of the Eastern Christians, according to Guibert, were
directly responsible for their suffering at the hands of invaders. In order to demon-
strate that the Turkish invasions were punishment of the Eastern Christians in
particular, Guibert stated that Western settlers in the Near East were flourishing.41

In particular, Guibert criticised Alexios Komnenos for failing to defend his
empire and for betraying the crusade. As we saw, the papal response to Alexios’
request for aid far outweighed that which he had envisaged. The crusade presence
in Asia Minor disrupted the typically Byzantine tactics of diplomacy and tactical
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warfare that the emperor had been employing, albeit with limited success, against
the Muslim powers. The crusaders were not interested in diplomatic contact with
‘pagans’ and, from the outset, they had no intention of remaining in Asia Minor.
When dealing with the crusaders, therefore, Alexios was conscious that their
presence was only temporary and that diplomatic relations with the Muslim
powers would have to be resumed once the crusade had left Anatolia. Added to
this was his concern that the leaders of the crusade would attempt to establish
themselves in the Near East permanently; presumably he was particularly anxious
in this regard about the ambitions of Bohemond, whom he had previously
encountered on the battlefield. Alexios’ twin concerns were therefore to maintain
wherever possible good relations with the local Muslim powers and to ensure that
the leaders of the crusade would not establish themselves in lands claimed by
Byzantium. In his pursuit of these aims, he alienated the crusaders and most of
their chroniclers.

Alexios’ first concern upon hearing of the approach of the crusade armies was
to ensure their peaceful passage through the empire beyond Constantinople and
to ensure the loyalty of the leaders. Initially his worst fears were confirmed with
the arrival of Peter the Hermit and his followers. This group contained the largest
proportion on non-combatants and Peter was often unable to keep good order.
Alexios had recommended that they remain in the outskirts of the city until one
of the other armies arrived but they soon became restless and disturbed the public
order. This prompted the emperor to transport them across the Bosphorus to Asia
Minor, where he advised them to remain in Byzantine territory. This advice was
ignored and groups of foraging crusaders penetrated further into Asia Minor,
where they were heavily defeated by the local Turkish forces. Any who escaped
were transported back to Constantinople to await the other armies. Both the Gesta
Francorum and Guibert reported that Alexios was pleased to hear of the Latin
losses.42

The next leader to arrive in Byzantine territories was Hugh of Vermandois,
brother of the King of France. Hugh had been shipwrecked crossing the Adriatic
and when he arrived in Byzantine territory, the local governor, Alexios’ nephew,
transported him to Constantinople. Hugh then swore an oath of loyalty to the
emperor and undertook to return to the empire any lands reconquered from the
Turks that had formerly been imperial possessions. This oath was unpopular with
many of the crusaders and Guibert accused the emperor of taking advantage of
Hugh’s lack of military strength to force him to take it. This was the first example,
according to Guibert, of the means that the emperor would employ to extract the
oath from the crusaders: ‘thus the plight of this most famous man caused a
weakening of the courage of the great leaders who came after him, for the
cleverness of the treacherous prince compelled the others, either by force, or in
fraud, or by imprecations, to do what he had done’.43

When the other princes arrived at Constantinople, they were reluctant to take
the oath. Raymond of Toulouse, in particular, declared that he had not come on
crusade to serve any lord other than God. For the author of the Gesta Francorum,
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hostile to Alexios, the swearing of an oath to him was unfair: ‘certainly, this is
unworthy of us, and it seems to us by no means just to swear an oath to him’.44

For Guibert, the thought of the Latins swearing an oath to the Greeks in particular
was the issue: ‘and certainly, they said, “if no fear of the future weighed upon us,
only that we had been compelled to swear by the puny Greeks, laziest of all
people, would be, perpetually shameful to us; clearly they would say that we, with
little hesitation, willing or unwilling, had submitted to their authority”’.45

For many of the crusaders, the crusade had been instigated for the defence of
the Eastern Christians. The skirmishes with the Byzantine forces during their
journey to Constantinople and the emperor’s demand for an oath of loyalty fell
far short of the welcome that they envisaged as a liberating army and many
questioned the loyalties of the empire. For Guibert, the behaviour of the emperor
placed in doubt the sincerity of his request for aid in the first place and from this
point on in the Dei Gesta per Francos the emperor becomes an opponent of the
crusade: ‘the perfidious Alexis, who formerly had been thought eager for help
against the Turks, gnashed his teeth in the bitterness of his anger and pondered
on a means to bring about the total destruction of the large army that was, as he
thought, threatening to him’.46

The hostility of the emperor towards the Latins was such that he was depicted
as having aided the Turks against the crusade. After the successful siege of Nicaea,
Alexios granted the Turkish leaders of the city, safe passage to Constantinople
with their families and belongings. The crusaders were not permitted to enter the
city to loot it, instead the emperor gave the leaders of the crusade gifts and rewards
and distributed alms to the poor. The Gesta Francorum, attacking the emperor as
‘full false and with unjust thoughts’, claimed that the emperor hoped to use the
Turks as allies against the crusade at a later stage, an accusation which Guibert
adopted enthusiastically.47

When Stephen, count of Blois, having left the crusade during the siege of
Antioch, met the emperor at Philomelium, the Gesta Francorum reported that he
exaggerated the danger to the crusade, thus deterring the emperor from joining the
siege. Stephen had retired from the crusade due to illness. The anonymous claimed
that Stephen’s illness was feigned and that in his efforts to justify his departure, he
overstated the danger to the crusaders.48 Guibert, however, reorganised the material
to state that it was Alexios who exaggerated the situation to his followers in order
to avoid having to help the crusaders. The emperor was reported as being pleased:
‘because those whom he hated no less than the Turks had perished’.49

According to Guibert, the emperor directly betrayed the crusade of 1101 to the
Turks. Part of this crusade was all but defeated by the Turks attempting to follow
the route taken by the First Crusade. According to Guibert, when William IX of
Aquitaine left Constantinople, the emperor sent word to the Turks announcing
the arrival of the crusade, leading to its destruction.

This wretched traitor [Alexios] informed the Turks by letters of his
arrival, before the count had left the royal city. ‘Lo,’ he said, ‘the fattest
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sheep from France are moving in your direction, led by a foolish
shepherd.’ What more can I say? The count went beyond the borders of
the tyrannical prince, suddenly before him stood an army of Turks, who
scattered, preyed upon and conquered the disorganized foreigners.50

The following army, which contained Stephen of Blois, stayed at Constantinople
where they were given generous gifts by Alexios and advised not to follow the route
of the first expedition. Ignoring this warning, the crusaders insisted on keeping to
the route of the First Crusade and asked the emperor to provide markets along 
the route. The emperor advised them to only bring forty days worth of sup-
plies according to Guibert, pleased that they were bringing about their own
destruction.51

The anonymous Gesta Francorum was particularly scathing of Alexios calling
him ‘unjust’ (iniquus), ‘most wicked’ (nequissimus), ‘a fool as well as a knave’
(plenus uana et iniqua) and ‘wretched/miserable’ (infelix).52 Guibert followed his
source’s criticisms adding emphasis: Alexios is ‘this most wicked tyrant’ (miseri
imperatoris, sordidissimus ille tirannus), ‘treacherous’ (perfidus), ‘impious’(impio)
and ‘most wicked’ (nequissimus).53 Despite being frightened of the crusade princes,
he was ‘clever’ (astutus) and ‘fraudulent/treacherous’ (fraudulentusa).54 As well
as his opposition to the crusade, Alexios had contributed to the ruin of his empire
through poor rule. Paralleling the religious failures of the Eastern Christians, which
Guibert claimed had brought about the degradation of the empire by Islam,
Alexios’ degenerate rule rendered the empire unable to defend itself. Guibert
attacked Alexios’ rule as illegitimate, since he was not emperor by hereditary right,
‘this emperor had received the purple not by legitimate succession’.55 He had
obtained the throne through a rebellion against the Emperor Nicephorus III
Botaniates.56 From the perspective of a monk and an abbot, defiance of legitimate
authority was unforgivable, ‘without right, he usurped the right of imperial
authority’.57 Once in power, wrote Guibert, Alexios had enacted two ‘well known’
edicts, one of which decreed that the younger daughters of large families should
be given over to prostitution, part of the proceeds of which went to the emperor.
The other required younger sons of large families to be castrated, which rendered
them militarily redundant and unable to defend the empire.58

Once Alexios had brought his empire to the edge of ruin through his own
mismanagement, he asked for help from the West, ‘therefore he who had brought
destruction upon himself was now compelled to seek help from foreigners’.59

‘Compelled by necessity’, he had sought for military aid. In the letter to Robert
of Flanders, Alexios, unable to comprehend the higher spiritual ideals of the
crusaders, offered them the beauty of Greek women and gifts of gold and silver.60

Ignorant of his own responsibility for the empire’s destruction, Alexios called for
help from men wiser and more virtuous than him, but their arrival filled him with
anxiety. In particular, his respectful treatment of Godfrey of Bouillon was borne
of fear rather than any affection.61 Once Jerusalem was conquered by the
Westerners, Alexios’ envy increased, as did his fear. 62
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There is no doubt that the anonymous Gesta Francorum, Guibert’s source, was
hostile to the Byzantine emperor. In his Dei Gesta per Francos, however, Guibert
expanded this animosity and extended it to the subjects of the emperor. The
Eastern Christians were likened to heretics who had brought the Turkish invasions
upon themselves through their disobedience. Their emperor had brought his
empire so low that he was forced to ask for outside aid and when that aid came
he rejected it out of fear and envy. Originally thought to have been an ally of the
crusade, he quickly became hostile to it and even conspired with its opponents to
bring about its destruction. Guibert’s criticisms of the Byzantines went far beyond
those of his source and to assert that they were merely an embellishment of the
criticisms of the Gesta Francorum rather than Guibert’s own opinions would be
an error.63 It is therefore necessary to explore the roots of his hostility and try to
determine if it was prompted by the events and outcome of the crusade.

The heavy emphasis on religion in Guibert’s attacks on the Byzantines initially
suggests that he may have been influenced by papal attitudes, as they harness the
principal points of contention between the two Churches: filioque, the Eucharist
and clerical marriage. It is clear from the accounts of Pope Urban’s speech at
Clermont in 1095, however, that the papacy had adopted a conciliatory tone
towards the Church of Constantinople at this time. Most accounts of the speech
reported that Urban had exhorted his audience to come to the defence of the
Eastern Church, emphasising their common religion rather than their liturgical
differences.64 Since the opening of his pontificate, Urban had worked for a
rapprochement with Constantinople.65 It has even been suggested that Urban’s
crusade plan was part of this conciliatory effort.66 Guibert’s complaints regarding
the Eastern Christians were in line with the issues highlighted in the dispute of
1054 by Cardinal Humbert, but by the 1090s the papacy was pursuing a less
aggressive policy towards Constantinople. While Guibert’s polemic drew upon the
issues of contention between the two Churches, it is unlikely that this approach
was inspired by the papacy of Urban II.

The tension between the crusaders and the Byzantines which arose almost as
soon as the Latins arrived in imperial territory and the perceived failure of Alexios
to support them caused many of those on the expedition to attack the Byzantines
as enemies of the crusade. Immediately after the victory over Kerbogha at Antioch,
Bohemond claimed the town on the basis that Alexios had broken his part of the
oath sworn at Constantinople. As Prince of Antioch, Bohemond proved to be the
most consistent enemy of the Byzantines after 1099, and in 1106 he used the forces
he had gathered for a crusade to attack the emperor at Dyrrachium.

Bohemond’s opposition to Byzantium is apparent from an early stage. In the
letter from the princes at Antioch to Urban II in 1098, a letter which Bohemond
is likely to have inspired, the Greeks were labelled heretics.67 When travelling
through France in 1106, ostensibly preaching a new crusade, Orderic Vitalis
reported that Bohemond had verbally attacked the emperor. The Norman leader
had brought with him a Byzantine noble who claimed that he was the heir to the
emperor whom Alexios had ousted.68 Guibert was certainly aware of Bohemond’s
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visit to France as he mentioned the marriage between him and Constance,
daughter of the King of France.69

Once Bohemond had gathered forces for this new crusade, he journeyed east.
Instead of travelling to the Near East, however, his forces turned aside to attack
Alexios at Dyrrachium. This attack failed and Bohemond was forced to come to
terms with Alexios through the Treaty of Devol.70 Bohemond wrote a letter to
Pope Paschal II in either 1106 or 1108, in which he outlined his reasons for his
enmity to the emperor and justified an attack on the Byzantine Empire.71 The
emperor, Bohemond claimed, was a usurper who had violently risen up against
his rightful lord and seized the imperial throne: ‘Let us be silent about how he,
with bloodstained hands, through savage crimes and such fierce betrayal achieved
that office [emperor] by ejecting his lord, as a result of which, he sits on a throne
of plagues [cathedra pestilentiae sedit].’72 It was Alexios’ fault that the empire’s
Christians were dissenting from the Roman Church and Bohemond requested
that the pope himself journey to the East, ‘for the removal of schisms, heresies
and diverse traditions which exist in that church; of the procession of the Holy
Spirit, of baptism, of the Eucharist and of marriage in ordained priests’.73 If the
pope could not journey himself, Bohemond requested that a certain Iohannem
Burgundoniem, whose ability to confront heresy was well established, be sent as
his legate.74

This letter gives us an insight into another possible influence on Guibert. Two
of the additions made by Guibert to the criticisms inherent in the Gesta Francorum
were his accusations of treachery against Alexios for having gained the imperial
throne through rebellion rather than succession and the labelling of the Eastern
Church as heretical for its differing traditions regarding the Trinity, the Eucharist
and clerical marriage. If the increased availability of the Gesta Francorum at this
time was due to a concerted effort on Bohemond’s part to damage the reputation
of Alexios, it is likely that his verbal attacks on the emperor echoed those in the
two letters of 1098 and 1106/8. The use of these arguments in particular by
Guibert would suggest that he was exposed to this rhetoric during Bohemond’s
journey to France in 1106 or that he had seen the letter to the pope. However,
the tone of Bohemund’s letter is very much anti-Alexian rather than anti-
Byzantine. Bohemond blamed Alexios for the distance between the two Churches:
‘he takes away from the universality of the universal and apostolic church, in as
much as he is able, from which it is clear that he and his men dissent from the
Roman Church’.75 The Eastern Christians in themselves were not the focus of the
Norman prince’s attack, nor were they held responsible for the ‘heresies’ of their
Church. Guibert’s focus on the deficiencies of the Eastern Christians as a group,
and their moral flaws which led to the ‘heresies’ and consequently to the Islamic
advances in imperial territory, is a development beyond the criticism found in the
Gesta Francorum or in the sources for Bohemond’s ‘propaganda’.

The arguments used by Guibert against the Byzantines and their emperor
reflect to a large extent the anonymous Gesta Francorum and the rhetoric of
Bohemond of Taranto. However, neither of these sources applied their criticisms
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to the Eastern Christians as a group; presumably, in the case of Bohemond,
because he was aware of papal policy in this regard. It is unclear whether Guibert
was aware of the papacy’s desire for better relations with Eastern Christianity, but
he was far more willing to blame the Eastern Christians collectively for their
religious failings and to ascribe this to an ethnically based personality trait. The
source of this ethnic bias was neither the writer of the Gesta Francorum nor
Bohemond’s rhetoric.

Fulcher of Chartres

Anti-Byzantine sentiment was not unanimous, however, and those who read and
used the anonymous chronicle were not bound by its opinions. Despite his
incorporation of some of the material from the Gesta Francorum in his own work,
Fulcher of Chartres’ Historia Hierosolymitana cannot be described as anti-
Byzantine. In Fulcher’s history religious differences between the Eastern and
Western Churches were ignored and those actions of Alexios that prompted an
angry response from other chronicles were defended.

The only reliable biographical information available for Fulcher comes from 
the Historia itself.76 In 1123, he stated that he was almost sixty-five, while in 1125
he was sixty-six, giving him a year of birth of 1059.77 His name, Fulcherus
Carnotensis, implies that Chartres was his place of birth; and in 1100, when he
described being under attack near Beirut, he prayed to be in either Chartres or
Orléans, implying that one of those cities was his home.78 Although he began the
crusade in the contingent of Count Stephen of Blois, Robert of Flanders and
Robert of Normandy, Fulcher quickly became associated with Baldwin of
Boulogne, and he was Baldwin’s chaplain around the time that he became Lord
of Edessa (10 March 1097).79 It was not until 1100, when Baldwin completed his
pilgrimage, that Fulcher reached Jerusalem. In 1101, Godfrey of Bouillon died
and Baldwin, as his heir, became King of Jerusalem. From this time Fulcher
appears to have been permanently resident in the Holy City. For much of the
crusade, therefore, Fulcher was absent from the main army, so he relied on the
testimony of eyewitnesses and written sources to write his history.

The Historia Hierosolymitana was divided into three books: the first described
the events of the First Crusade up to the establishment of the Latin Kingdom of
Jerusalem; the second outlined the reign of Baldwin I; and the third described the
reign of Baldwin II from his accession in 1118 until 1127. The first book was
completed around 1105 and was circulated in the West.80 When the second and
third books were completed, Fulcher revised parts of the first and added a
prologue to the work.81

The Historia Hierosolymitana does not reflect the growing animosity towards
the Byzantines which is evident in the other eyewitness chronicles of the First
Crusade. This may be due, in part, to the relatively good relations between Alexios
and the contingent in which Fulcher was travelling. Before the arrival of the
northern French army at Constantinople, relations with the imperial forces had
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been uneventful. On their arrival in Constantinople, the leaders took the oath of
loyalty to Alexios, apparently without protest. Stephen of Blois, in a letter to his
wife Adele, reported that the emperor had treated them extremely well.82 Fulcher
was extremely impressed by the beauty of the imperial city, writing: ‘what
monasteries, what palaces are in her, wonderful fortifications, skilfully built . . .
[with] all the possessions and riches, gold of course, silver, multiformed cloths and
holy relics’.83

According to Fulcher, the emperor had placed restrictions on the number of
Western pilgrims entering the city at any one time, because ‘he feared that we
would contrive some powerful injury to him’.84 The oath of loyalty which the
princes had to swear to Alexios seemed reasonable to Fulcher: ‘it was essential that
all establish friendship with the emperor since without his aid and counsel
[auxilium et consilium] we could not easily make the journey, nor could those
who were to follow us by the same route’.85

Although he could not omit to mention the harsh treatment of Hugh of
Vermandois by the emperor, which had angered the anonymous author and
Guibert, Fulcher’s choice of words for the situation downplayed any suggestion
of conflict when he stated that Hugh had remained at Constantinople, ‘not
entirely freely’.86

In order to emphasise the importance of the emperor’s material aid to the
crusade, Fulcher noted that the gifts which he had provided made the journey
possible: ‘Therefore this emperor offered to them [the princes] as much of his
coins and silken cloths as he wished; and horse and money which they would need
exceedingly to finally complete their journey.’87

In describing the siege of Nicaea, the emperor’s contribution was reiterated:
‘Let it be known that, as long as we besieged the city Nicaea, provisions were
brought to us to be bought, by sea ships with permission of the emperor.’88 Once
the city had surrendered to the emperor, Fulcher’s only observation was that it
had been reduced by the ‘strength and ingenuity’ of the Latins.89 He did not pass
comment on Alexios’ benevolent treatment of the defeated Turks, instead
focusing on the emperor’s generosity in the aftermath of the siege: ‘Wherefore
after all this money was seized the emperor ordered gifts to be presented to our
leaders, gifts of gold and silver and raiment; and to the foot-soldiers he distributed
copper coins which they call tartarones.’90

During the siege of Antioch and the subsequent besieging of the crusade by
the forces of Kerbogha, the Christian army suffered under extremely difficult
conditions. There were severe food shortages and illness was widespread. The
Turkish garrison in Antioch was able to mount sorties and harass the crusade,
while desertions among the Latin army increased. The departure of Tatikios, the
Byzantine envoy, from the army and the news that Alexios had turned back at
Philomelium convinced many that the Byzantines had deserted the crusade. In
the letter from the princes to Urban II sent from Antioch, the first statements of
anti-Byzantine sentiment appeared when a list of heresies included the Greeks.91

The departure of Tatikios was depicted by the anonymous author, Raymond of
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Aguilers, Albert of Aachen, Guibert of Nogent and Baldric of Dol as an outright
betrayal.92 Given the deteriorating relations between the crusaders and the
Byzantines at this time and Fulcher’s use of the Gesta Francorum for this portion
of his work, one would expect a change in his tone towards the Byzantines, or at
least a criticism of Tatikios. However, Fulcher makes no mention of the incident
and does not refer to the Byzantine envoy at all in his narrative. The desertion of
Stephen of Blois and his subsequent meeting with Alexios, which Guibert
interpreted as the emperor’s treacherous abandonment of the crusade, were also
avoided entirely by Fulcher when he reported that Stephen left by sea and made
no mention of the meeting with Alexios. When Fulcher recorded the death of
Alexios in 1118, he listed him among the ‘leading men in the world’:

For in succession died Pope Paschal in the month of January, Baldwin,
King of Jerusalem in the month of March, and also his wife in Sicily
whom he had forsaken, the Patriarch of Jerusalem, Arnulf, and also the
Constantinopolitan emperor, Alexios, and how many other leading men
in the world.93

There is one exception to Fulcher’s generally positive treatment of the Byzantine
emperor. When reporting the battle between Bohemond and Alexios at
Dyrrachium in 1106, Fulcher criticised the emperor: ‘there was an emperor of
Constantinople, Alexios by name, extremely hostile to our people, a disturber of
those making the pilgrimage to Jerusalem – through secret deception or open
violence, either by land or by sea – and a tyrant’.94 This criticism is unique in the
Historia and it is not clear why it should differ so much from Fulcher’s prevailing
tone of conciliation. Apart from this single criticism, the Historia Hierosolymitana
is consistent in its attitude towards the emperor, portraying him as an ally of the
crusade and omitting any episodes that contradicted this image.

While Guibert of Nogent claimed the Eastern Christians were heretics by virtue
of the differences between them and the Latins, Fulcher presented them as
brothers in faith. When relating Urban’s speech at Clermont, Fulcher had the pope
describe them as ‘your brothers dwelling in eastern parts’, ‘worshippers of Christ’,
‘a people shining in faith in all powerful God and the name of Christ’, ‘those who
are reckoned in the worship of Christ just as you’.95 Nowhere is there an indication
that Fulcher took issue with the different liturgical practices between the Latin and
Greek Churches. In later references he made it clear that he considered the Greeks,
Armenians and Syrians to be Christian. For example, in writing about the siege 
of Antioch, Fulcher lamented the loss of the lives of the Christian inhabitants of
the city at the hands of the Turks.96 When the crusade arrived at Bethlehem 
in 1099 and when Baldwin reached Jerusalem to take up the crown on the death
of his brother Godfrey, the local Syrian and Greek Christian populations were
represented as being supporters of the crusade, rejoicing at its arrival.97

The Historia Hierosolymitana consistently presented the events of the First
Crusade in such a way as to depict the Byzantines as allies of the Latins. In
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situations where the evidence mitigated against such an interpretation, Fulcher
avoided a negative portrayal of the Byzantines by leaving out potentially damaging
details, the most striking example of which was the omission of any mention of
Tatikios. The instances where the empire cooperated with the crusade were
heavily emphasised and on more than one occasion Fulcher stated that the crusade
could not have succeeded without the input of the emperor. In spite of the single,
albeit vehement, criticism of Alexios, the overall tendency of Fulcher to provide a
conciliatory and fraternal image of the Byzantines is unmistakable.

The contrast between the treatment of the Byzantines by Guibert and Fulcher
is striking. Each departed from their principal written source to assert their own
opinions, neither one adopting or unconsciously inheriting the prejudice of the
Gesta Francorum. As with Guibert, it is necessary to attempt to establish if
Fulcher’s relatively positive portrayal of the Byzantines was inherited from another
source and to what extent the events of the crusade impacted on his opinions.
These opinions appear to have been formed from an early stage, as Fulcher’s
statements concerning the Byzantines which appear in Book I were not revised in
the second redaction, suggesting that they had not altered significantly between
c.1105 and the 1120s.

The earliest discussion of the Byzantines in the Historia Hierosolymitana arises
in the rendition of the speech of Urban II at Clermont in 1095. In this version of
the famous oration, the main goal of the crusade was the liberation of the Eastern
Church from oppression. Urban lamented the treatment of ‘your brothers dwelling
in eastern parts’.98 The pope described the devastation of the Eastern Church at
the hands of the Turks and the extent of the imperial lands which had been lost.
This rendition of the pope’s speech bears a strong resemblance to contemporary
accounts of eyewitnesses and it has been suggested that Fulcher himself was an
eyewitness at the council. On their journey through Italy, the crusaders of northern
France met Urban at Lucca, where Fulcher indicated he was present.99 This early
exposure to the pope may be responsible for Fulcher’s efforts to present the actions
of Alexios and the Eastern Christians in as positive a light as possible.

In his 1913 edition of the Historia Hierosolymitana, Hagenmeyer suggested
that Fulcher had been an eyewitness at Clermont.100 Following the example of
Hagenmeyer, a number of modern authors have assumed Fulcher’s presence at
the council, most strikingly Verena Epp, who suggests that he attended in the
company of Bishop Ivo of Chartres.101 This assertion is based on the assumption
that Fulcher was one of the clerics at Chartres Cathedral, even though there is no
clear evidence for this.102 Indeed, Ivo of Chartres’ own presence at the council 
is not certain. Clermont was convened to discuss a number of reforms of the
French Church as well as the excommunication of the French king, Philip I.
Consequently, Ivo may have felt it more prudent to abstain from attending.103

The report of Urban’s speech by Fulcher contains the same elements as 
the eyewitness accounts of Robert the Monk and Baldric of Dol, as well as the
letter of Urban to the Count of Flanders.104 Unlike Robert and Baldric, Fulcher
did not claim that he had been at Clermont. Like Guibert, Fulcher was aware that
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history was to be written by one who had witnessed it and he makes reference 
on a number of occasions to having seen events that he described: ‘I arranged
diligently, yet truthfully – deeming those things appropriate to trust to memory
– just as I was able, those things I observed in that journey.’105 And ‘This I,
Fulcher of Chartres – myself travelling with other pilgrims – afterwards, diligently
and carefully collected as a memorial for those who came after, just as I saw with
my own eyes.’106 And again, ‘I would not have believed that there were so many
wonders unless I had seen them with my own eyes.’107

As well as referring to himself as a witness to events, Fulcher, for the most part,
changed his verb usage when describing events that he had not witnessed – from
the first person plural into the third person.108 In his description of the Council
of Clermont, Fulcher used the third person, implying that he was not present: ‘His
dictis, et audientibus gratanter ad hoc animatis, nihil actu tali dignius aestimantes,
statim plures astantium se ituros, et caeteros absentes inde diligenter se evocaturos
spoponderunt [my emphasis].’109

Given the evidence that Fulcher was not an eyewitness to Clermont yet was
extremely well informed as to the substance of Urban’s address, it seems likely that
he had a written source at hand. It is worth taking the trouble to establish this,
because Fulcher’s relationship to the policy of Urban II might well have been the
key to his depiction of the Byzantines in his history.

The written sources for Clermont are broadly divided into two categories: those
which detail the reform decrees of the council and those which report only the
summons to crusade. Fulcher’s account is remarkable in that he includes both.
Robert Somerville has identified an ‘Anglo-Norman’ tradition of the Clermont
decrees, and a comparison of this tradition with formulations in Fulcher’s account
shows a surprisingly close match:

(17)110

Orderic: Qui episcopum ceperit, omnino exlex habeatur.
P L C: Quod qui episcopum ceperit, omnino exlex habeatur.
William: Quod episcopum qui ceperunt, omnino exlex habeatur.
Fulcher: Qui igitur episcopum ceperit, omnino exlex habeatur.

(18)
Orderic: Qui monachos, vel clericos, vel sanctimoniales et eorum comites

ceperit, vel exspoliaverit, anathema sit.
P L: Quod qui monachos, vel clericos, vel sanctimoniales et horum

famulos ceperit, vel expoliaverit, anathema sit.
C: Quod qui monachos, vel clericos, vel sanctimoniales et horum

famulos ceperit, anathema sit.
William: Quod qui sacri ordinis viros vel eorum famulos ceperit,

anathema sit.
Fulcher: Qui monachos vel clericos aut sanctimoniales et eorum famulos

ceperit aut exspoliaverit, vel peregrinos vel mercatores, anathema sit.
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(1)
Orderic: Ecclesia sit catholica, casta et libera: catholica in fide et

communione sanctorum, casta ab omni contagione malitiae, et
libera ab omni saeculari potestate.

P L: Quod ecclesia catholica sit, casta, et libera: catholica in fide et
communione sanctorum, casta pudicitia, et libera ab omni seculari
potestate.

C: Quod ecclesia in catholica sit, casta, et libera: catholica in fide et
communione sanctorum patrum, casta pudicitia, et libera ab omni
seculari potestate.

William: Quod ecclesia catholica sit in fide casta, libera ab omni servitute.
Fulcher: Ecclesiam suis ordinibus liberam ab omni saeculari potestate.

(7)
Orderic: Ecclesiasticae dignitates, vel canonicae, a nullo vendantur, vel

emantur.
P L C: Quod ecclesiastice dignitates, vel canonicae, a nullo vendantur,

vel emantur.
William: Quod ecclesiasticae dignitates a nullo emantur vel vendantur.
Fulcher: Res ecclesiasticas praecipue in suo iure constare facite, ut et

simoniaca haeresis nullatenus apud vos cavete ne vendentes ac
ementes flagris flagellati dominicis per angiportus in exterminium
confusionis miserabiliter propellantur.

(26)
Orderic: Laicus decimas nec vendat, nec retineat.
P L C: Quod laicus decimas nec vendat, nec retineat.
William: Quod laicus decimam nec emat, nec vendat.
Fulcher: Decimas Deo de omnibus terrae cultibus fideliter dari facite, ne

vendantur aut retineantur.

What this comparison shows is more than a passing familiarity between Fulcher’s
history and the works of the ‘Anglo-Norman’ tradition. It strongly suggests that
Fulcher had access to a written version of decrees, which in turn brings him much
closer to papal policy than has hitherto been appreciated. Moreover, the speech
of Urban in Fulcher’s Historia does correspond with the reports of Robert the
Monk and Baldric of Dol. Both Robert and Fulcher refer to the Turks as a Persian
race.111 In all three accounts there are descriptions of the torture and enslavement
of Christians and the destruction of churches.112 Similarly, all three authors
reported the papal emphasis on the common bonds of religion which the Eastern
and Western Christians shared.113 In Urban’s letter to the Count and faithful of
Flanders, the pope referred to the Council of Clermont, where, he wrote, he had
detailed the suffering of their Eastern brothers and the Church in Eastern parts
and exhorted them to aid the liberation of this Eastern Church.114
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The speech of Urban as it appeared in the Historia Hierosolymitana contained
a number of phrases which can be found in the letters of the late eleventh-century
papacy. Reference to the papacy as apostolatus apice is found rarely before
Urban’s pontificate, but it appears in three of his surviving letters.115 Scriptural
metaphors for the comportment of the clergy referred to by Urban in his
reported speech are found in the writings of contemporary reformers. They were
exhorted not to be mercenarii but pastores;116 they were not to allow the sin of
Simony to take root (radicere)117 among them; and they were to administer
discipline with baculos semper in manibus.118 As well as particular phrases, a
number of verbs which the papacy used to denote reform are found in Fulcher’s
account. The papacy used a set of key terms to describe the reform process and
Fulcher’s use of these in his narrative suggests an exposure to papal literature. 119

The clergy at Clermont were urged by the pope to restore (restaurare), correct
(corrigere), and free their flock from errors (emendare).120 The pope also called
on the ecclesiasts to reform (reformare) the Truce of God, a peace movement
which forbade the nobility from waging war during certain Christian festivals on
pain of excommunication. 121

The reliability of this source is affirmed by the parallels with eyewitness accounts
of the speech and with the letter of Urban to Flanders. The phrasing of the
account which bears such a resemblance to papal terminology would suggest that
this source may have been papal in origin. Given Fulcher’s contact with Urban at
Lucca, it is likely that his urge to follow papal policy towards the Byzantines as he
understood it tempered his view of the events of the First Crusade and influenced
his depiction of the Byzantines in his narrative.

Conclusion

Despite the unifying impulse of Pope Urban II in his policy towards the Eastern
Church, tensions ran high between the Latins and the Byzantines almost as 
soon as the crusade entered the European territories of the empire. The poor
discipline of Peter the Hermit’s army and the mistrust of the Normans of southern
Italy put the Byzantines on their guard immediately. Alexios’ response, an oath
of allegiance to him personally by many of the leading crusaders, was received
indignantly by many of the Latins, with Raymond of St Gilles declaring that he
had not travelled to the East to serve any lord but God.122 According to Raymond
of Aguilers, when the Count of St Gilles suggested that Alexios lead the crusade
himself, the emperor prevaricated. The emperor’s first duty was to the empire and
his efforts to maintain its stability in the face of the crusade and its outcome were
viewed as moral cowardice. Alexios’ attempts to maintain relations with the Turks
angered the crusaders, particularly at Nicaea, and the failure of the Byzantines to
meet the crusaders’ expectations as allies of the crusade was seen by many as
treachery. At Antioch, in particular, Tatikios’ departure and Alexios’ non-arrival
allowed Bohemond to argue that the oath of loyalty was void. In his attempts to
establish himself as Prince of Antioch and to justify his occupation of the city,
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Bohemond most likely distributed the Gesta Francorum in France in 1106,
supplying a new generation of writers, removed from the events, with a source
which was biased against Alexios.

Guibert of Nogent was one of this ‘new generation’ who took the anonymous
source as his raw material and added significantly to it from eyewitness state-
ments, written sources and his own knowledge. Having been influenced by the
hostility towards Alexios in the Gesta Francorum and most likely by the views of
Bohemond, Guibert added still more invective against the Byzantines, claiming
that their misfortunes had been caused by their religious errors and ethnically
based political inconstancy. Unaware or unconcerned that his religious invective
was no longer in line with the papacy’s position towards the Eastern Church,
Guibert was inspired by the events of the First Crusade as they were presented to
him, as a tremendous, divinely inspired success over the enemies of God, despite
the consistent failure of the Byzantines to support the Latins.

By contrast, Fulcher of Chartres, predominantly an eyewitness but also an
author who relied on the Gesta Francorum, did not share his source’s antagonism
towards Alexios. Although his initial impressions of the Byzantines, like those of
Stephen of Blois, were positive, Fulcher must have been aware of the heightened
tensions between the other armies and the emperor on his arrival at Nicaea.
Despite this, he defended the actions of Alexios and avoided reporting on the
most controversial events in Latin–Byzantine relations by omitting them from his
chronicle. Fulcher’s respect for the Eastern Christians was most clearly articulated
in his account of the speech of Urban II at Clermont, an account based on a
written source, possibly papal in origin. This direct contact with the papal
conception of the crusade, ‘for the liberation of the Eastern Churches’, influenced
Fulcher’s interpretation of the events which followed and led him to excise the
conflict between the crusade and the Byzantines from his chronicle.123

Neither Fulcher nor Guibert adopted the attitudes of their source without
question. Clearly, Fulcher altered events presented in the Gesta Francorum
significantly in order to maintain the fraternal tone of his history. Even though
Guibert echoed the criticism of Alexios found in his source, he was also probably
influenced by Bohemond’s rhetoric in 1106, but his interpretation of the Turkish
invasions as a divine instrument of correction for the religious failures of the
Eastern Christians appears to be his own. The events of the crusade did not in
themselves prompt Guibert’s criticisms, but their presentation in the Gesta
Francorum and the rhetoric of Bohemond may have. Fulcher was clearly pre-
disposed towards treating Eastern Christians sympathetically, both by his
understanding of the papal position with regards to Constantinople and perhaps
from the good impressions of Alexios during his stay in Constantinople, impres-
sions which Stephen of Blois included in his letter to his wife Adele.

A comparison of these two crusading histories shows that it would be an error
to suggest that the experience of the First Crusade led to a universal anger in
Western Christendom towards the Byzantines. Rather, it might be more accurate
to speak of a polarisation of opinion, one in which the raw materials provided by
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the clash of policy between crusaders and the Byzantines was either worked up to
a new level of polemic and hostility or toned down in a consciously conciliatory
fashion.
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8

ORIENTAL AND OCCIDENTAL
MEDICINE IN THE 
CRUSADER STATES1

Susan B. Edgington

The epic poem about the capture of Jerusalem in 1099, the Chanson de Jérusalem,
recounts an episode when Peter the Hermit was captured and maltreated by
enemy guards. He was brought into the sultan’s presence and asked to account
for himself:

As Peter finished speaking,
he fainted away in the middle of the tent.
Seeing him in this state, the emir summoned Lucion,
the most learned doctor anyone had ever seen.
‘Make up a potion straight away,’ said the Sultan.
‘Cure this Frank for me and be quick about it!’
Unlocking a chest, [Lucion] pulled out some marabiton,
a most holy herb prepared by the skill of the Simeon
who rescued the seven sages when they were put in prison.
Forcing the medicine past Peter’s jaws,
he treated the wound which was gaping so wide that the lung was visible.
Peter immediately bounced up in better shape than a sparrowhawk or a
falcon.2

I quote this impressive cure not because it happened in reality, but because it
clearly shows the esteem in which ‘Saracen medicine’ was held in thirteenth-
century France, where the poem was composed.3 Oriental physicians were
thought to be very learned and to have access to drugs that were magical in their
potency. In this chapter I shall investigate whether this perceived gulf in
knowledge really existed, and examine the interaction between oriental and
occidental medicine in the crusader states.

Before proceeding it is necessary to make the point that Saracens and Christians
shared the same conceptual framework for medical science, which they inherited
from the classical world. This system, usually attributed to Hippocrates, had been
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elaborated in a corpus of writings in the period BCE.4 It was believed that the health
of the body depended on maintaining the balance of the four humours, or liquids,
of which it was composed: blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm. Each humour
was associated with a season of the year (spring, summer, autumn, winter), and –
importantly – each had two ‘qualities’. Thus, blood was moist and hot; yellow bile
hot and dry; black bile dry and cold; and phlegm cold and moist. If one of the
humours predominated in a person’s body, then his health was compromised and
he or his physician would seek to redress the balance. The first way of doing this
was by adjusting the patient’s regimen, or lifestyle. There were six subdivisions of
regimen: the air around us; movement and rest; eating and drinking; sleeping and
waking; excretion and retention; and the soul’s moods.5 Thus a person suffering
from an excess of yellow bile would be encouraged to eat and drink substances that
were classed as cold and moist, and perhaps to sleep on an airy balcony. A patient
with an excess of phlegm would be given ‘hot, dry’ foods and encouraged to sit by
the fire. This was physic, or internal medicine, and by the end of the eleventh
century it had been practised by ‘physicians’ for some fifteen hundred years. It was
rational and required some book-learning. It was also relatively non-aggressive.

More interventionist strategies for treatment included drugs, which could be
vegetable, animal or mineral in origin, and which were administered by the
apothecary, often under instruction from the physician. Third in the hierarchy of
treatments was surgery, such as bloodletting or administering an enema to remove
the superfluous humour physically. It is important to realise that in the period
under discussion this was not the treatment of first choice: only in later times did
copious bloodletting become routine, and the medic’s first resort rather than the
last.

Three categories of practitioner might be involved in orthodox medical
treatment, therefore: the physician, who was the only one entitled to be called
‘doctor’, since that referred to his education; the druggist or apothecary, a
tradesman who might act under the physician’s orders, or be consulted by
members of the public independently; and the surgeon, who was called upon to
carry out manual treatments (the origins of his name) but frequently made his
living as a barber and occasional dentist and/or lancer of boils. When a western
source uses ‘medicus’, ‘mire’ or ‘miège’, one should be aware that it could refer to
any of these practitioners. In the Chanson de Jérusalem extract, Lucion is described
as a ‘mire’, but he is (a) learned (like a physician), (b) uses drugs to cure (like an
apothecary), and (c) is dealing with a wound (normally the province of the
surgeon). The distinctions which existed in later times were only beginning to be
drawn in the twelfth century, and even later were often blurred or crossed. In
particular, this is the period during which the university was emerging in Western
Europe, standardising medical education to the point that by, say, 1400, only a
university-educated practitioner could call himself a physician, or ‘doctor of
physic’, like the one in Chaucer’s prologue to The Canterbury Tales.6 The term
‘medic’ will be used in this chapter, unless it is certain that another should be
preferred.
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Although the same Hippocratic legacy underlay medical theory and practice in
all of Europe and the Mediterranean world, its transmission and reception had
been different in Greek Christendom, in Latin Christendom and in Islam. While
the Byzantine world centred on Constantinople preserved important elements of
Greek and Roman medicine, Western Europe had only patchy survival of classical
learning, usually preserved by the Church, which had a virtual monopoly of
literacy.7 In the Islamic lands, however, literacy was much more highly valued and
widespread, and from the eighth century CE the Abbasid dynasty were patrons of
an active and prolific translation movement from Greek (often via Syriac) into
Arabic.8 Some of the medical texts were retranslated into Latin, first in southern
Italy at the great monastery of Monte Cassino and the linked site at Salerno, and
then in Spain. This retranslation was going on at the same time as the crusades to
the Holy Land: for example, Constantine the African, who translated Al-Majusi’s
Complete Book of the Medical Art at Salerno, arrived there in 1077 and died by
1099; and Gerard of Cremona went to Toledo to learn Arabic and there translated
works by Ibn Sina and al-Razi, before dying in 1187.9 This synchronicity greatly
complicates an examination of the interface between Christian and Islamic
medicine in the Holy Land.

In 1971 Ann F. Woodings tackled this complexity in a seminal article.10

Acknowledging the importance of the ‘two points [in Europe] where Moslems
and Christians met, the kingdoms of Sicily and Spain’, she sought to investigate
the crusades and ‘to discover what benefit, if any, the Franks derived from this
direct confrontation with more advanced Moslem medical science’.11 The
assumption underlying the latter quotation inhibited a fully critical approach to
the evidence, which was anyway limited almost entirely to sources available in
English translation.12 More recent investigations, particularly by Beni Kedar and
Emilie Savage-Smith, have added enormously to the body of evidence from Arabic
sources, I and others have expanded the range of western sources, and Piers
Mitchell has contributed his knowledge of archaeology and palaeopathology and
as a practising doctor.13 This chapter presents an overview of this more recent
research.

Medics on crusade

The eyewitness accounts of the First Crusade have little to say about medical
matters in the army on the march, or during the earliest period of settlement,
times at which it might be expected that the Latins were relying on medical
expertise brought with them from Western Europe.14 The surviving letters sent
by participants are unhelpful, as is the anonymous Gesta Francorum. Raymond of
Aguilers is apt to ascribe both illness and cure to divine intervention. Fulcher of
Chartres, whose testimony should be invaluable, does include a chapter on native
cures encountered by the settlers, including a medicine made of bedbugs and the
use of snake poison as an antidote, but his information appears to derive not from
experience, but from Solinus, and thus ultimately from Pliny.
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Contemporaries writing at a distance do mention doctors and surgeons, but of
course their testimony has to be treated with some caution. Thus Robert the
Monk describes the ministrations of doctors after the Battle of Dorylaeum, but
whether it is an invented depiction, or based on evidence not in the Gesta
Francorum, cannot be known.15 An episode when Godfrey of Bouillon was
injured while fighting a bear is reported independently by Albert of Aachen and
Guibert of Nogent.16 It took place in northern Syria in the summer of 1097:
Godfrey responded to cries from a poor pilgrim who was being attacked, and 
in the ensuing rescue he managed to slash his own thigh with his sword. The flow
of blood from the wound was ‘unstaunchable’,17 though (since he survived) he
had probably damaged the femoral vein rather than the artery. He collapsed, and
was carried on a litter to the crusaders’ camp, where his distressed peers sum-
moned ‘the most skilled doctors to heal him’.18 Godfrey recovered and went on
to become the first Latin ruler of Jerusalem, but it is clear both from Albert’s
account and from Guibert of Nogent that he was seriously ill for some weeks:
Guibert claims he had to be carried on a litter until after the siege of Antioch.19

Nevertheless, he did recover, perhaps aided by the skilled medics. Without attach-
ing undue weight to a source written hundreds of miles from the action, it is
reasonable to argue that Albert was well informed about the personnel in
Godfrey’s army and that it included medical staff. If other, more closely involved
writers did not mention them, it was because their presence was routine and
unremarkable.

Albert referred to the attendants as ‘medici ’, the general term. When William
of Tyre, writing two generations later and almost certainly using Albert’s account,
reported the same incident, he used the more specialist word ‘cirurgici ’ (sur-
geons).20 If indeed medics were travelling with Godfrey’s army, then it is likely
that they were surgeons rather than physicians. As outlined above, surgeons were
essentially artisans, who dealt with wounds, fractures, skin complaints and any-
thing else that manifested itself externally and visibly on the body. In civilian life,
and probably in the army too, they often subsisted day to day as barbers, and could
also be called upon to pull teeth, let blood, or carry out any minor operation that
required a sharp blade. Physicians, on the other hand, had some education, and
they practised humoral medicine: pre-eminently they aimed to keep their patrons
healthy; failing that, they specialised in internal medicine, considering themselves
socially superior to the surgeons, who were manual workers. If there were
specialist physicians in the crusading armies of 1096–1100, then it is likely that
they were attached to the households of the leaders. Godfrey, therefore, may well
have been attended by surgeons working under the supervision of physicians. The
only other scraps of evidence for medics going on the First Crusade are the names
of two witnesses to early documents: Lambert, a ‘medicus’ and Genoese, witnessed
a charter in 1098; and Geffroi, a ‘medicus ’ from Nantes, witnessed the will of
Count Herbert of Thouars at Jaffa in 1102.21

Evidence for medics accompanying later crusades is equally sparse.22 It is
possible that Gilbertus Anglicus went on the Third Crusade with Hubert Walter,
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and he claimed to have successfully treated Bertram, son of Hugh of Gibelet, for
an eye condition when local Syrian doctors had failed to help him.23 Ralph Besace
was a physician to Richard I on the crusade, and witnessed Saladin’s execution of
noble captives.24 On the same expedition was John of St Albans, a physician who
treated Philip Augustus of France for ‘a double tertian fever’.25 Two English
medics, Roger and Thomas, are documented as participating in the Fifth Crusade,
1218–21; and there were two physicians, John of Brideport and Robert of
Murisien, as well as a surgeon, Hugh Sauvage, on Prince Edward’s expedition of
1270.26 An eminent Italian surgeon, Hugh of Lucca, went with Bolognese troops
to Egypt as part of the Fifth Crusade, along with another Luccan medic, Robert.27

The most intriguing reference is to a female medic (she is called ‘magistre’ and
‘physica’). Hersent went with the crusade of St Louis to Egypt, 1248–50. The
evidence for this includes a promise of a pension of twelve Parisian deniers a day,
dated at Acre, August 1250. Hersent was evidently highly valued, and she was
employed directly by the royal household, but it goes beyond the evidence to
suggest that she was university educated and Louis’s personal physician.28 Louis’s
queen had given birth to a son in Damietta in the spring of 1250, and it is likely
that Hersent’s primary responsibility was as royal midwife.29 She returned to Paris
at the end of 1250 and married an apothecary. Hersent is a reminder that
alongside the acknowledged medics, the crusading armies would have contained
numbers of empirics, and some of these were undoubtedly women – midwives,
wise women and others. It used to be thought that another ‘female physician’,
Laurette de Saint-Valery, was present on the Third and Fourth Crusades, but this
has been comprehensively disproved.30

The real challenge to medicine during the crusading campaigns was epidemic
disease. However, since there could be no concept of germ theory or real
understanding of the transmission of disease, prevention and treatment were not
generally seen as medical problems. For example, when pestilence first appeared
during the siege of Antioch (1097–8) the leaders thought that the ‘devastating
mortality’ had arisen among the people because of their ‘great number of sins’.31

Therefore, they forbade sinful behaviour and imposed penances. They were forced
to consider other causes when a second, even more devastating epidemic struck:
according to Albert of Aachen, it lasted for six months and killed over 100,000
people.32 Godfrey left Antioch for Edessa because he recognised this as the same
disease that had afflicted Rome in 1083, and the two epidemics were linked by
the ‘plague-bearing month of August’.33 This was repeated later, in reference to
the same epidemic, but ‘the unhealthiness of the place’ was also offered by some
as a cause.34 This is a thoroughly orthodox explanation, informed by Hippocrates’
influential tract On Airs, Waters, Places.35 Various writers associated the disease
with the famine that preceded it: Ralph of Caen suggested the crusaders were
poisoned because they were driven by hunger to eat unfamiliar plants.36 William
of Tyre put it thus: ‘Others believe that when the people, so long victims of cruel
hunger, finally obtained an abundance of food, they were overeager to eat in order
to make up for their privations. Thus their unrestrained gluttony was the cause of
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their death.’37 William’s moralistic tone seems to us unwarranted, but harks back
to sin as the cause of corruption. The other cause he put forward is surprising and
prescient: ‘Some say that it arose from seeds of disease that were latent in the air.’38

The more common concept of airborne disease was miasma, or corruption of the
air: Guibert of Nogent, describing an earlier outbreak of disease in Apulia, gave
the possible causes as the unaccustomed heat, corruption of the air, and unfamiliar
food.39 Ekkehard, writing of an epidemic in 1100, similarly blamed the heat and
the stink of corpses corrupting the air, but also said some thought that the water
had been poisoned.40 A further explanation is found in Baldric of Dol:

Let us rest quietly while our sick and wounded recuperate, and mean-
while let us relieve the poor among us. Let us wait for the autumn rains
and avoid the harmful influences of the Crab and the Lion. In November
the temperature will fall; then let us assemble and set out again together
along the chosen road. Otherwise all our people will be prostrated with
the untimely heat.41

The reference to the astrological signs of Cancer and Leo was not pure super-
stition, as it would be viewed now, but grounded in the natural philosophy (the
science) of the period.

This range of explanations for the major epidemics put forward by people
writing very early in the crusading period is very similar to causes proposed by the
eleventh-century Islamic physician Ibn Ridwan.42 It suggests that the writers, and
probably the crusading leadership, did not lag behind in their scientific under-
standing of disease, even before they settled among the natives of Outremer. No
matter how they described the reasons for epidemics, there was little practically
that could be done to limit or counteract them. Pragmatically, the leaders survived
the major epidemic at Antioch by leaving the scene and taking refuge in Edessa
or the port of St Symeon: they were very aware of the limitations of medical
knowledge and capability.

Neither knowledge nor capability had improved a great deal by the time of the
Third Crusade. Malnutrition was certainly a problem – even King Richard suffered
from ‘leonardie’ during the siege of Acre.43 Mortality was very high among the
common soldiers right from their arrival at Acre: ‘No small number of them died
soon afterwards from the foul air, polluted with the stink of corpses, worn out by
anxious nights spent on guard, and shattered by other hardships and needs.’44 An
epidemic took even more of them during the siege; it was ascribed to the famine
and the excessive rain.45 In all, said the author of the Itinerarium, ‘300,000
pilgrims and more died from infection and from hunger, both during the siege of
Acre and afterwards within the city.’46 Although medieval numbers are not to be
trusted, this, which is part of the author’s summing up of the crusade, reflects the
scale of the loss. The Turks also blamed corruption of the air for promoting
disease, and they tried to reduce the danger: ‘[Following the great Battle of Acre,
4 October 1189] the Sultan ordered the withdrawal of the baggage-train back to
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a place called al-Kharrūba, fearing the smells from the corpses and the unhealthy
effects of the battlefield on the troops.’47

It is interesting that the sources make no mention of Richard receiving medical
attention during his illness. We know that he was accompanied by a physician 
(see above), and there is a passing reference to his being bled, which Nicholson
interprets as a general health measure rather than for any specific ailment.48

Possibly the physician’s prescription for the king is to be read in Richard’s constant
requests to Saladin for fruit and snow, to which the sultan acceded.49 But overall,
it is likely that the physician’s responsibility was conceived as advising on the
maintenance of health. Illness was an act of God and recovery was in God’s hands,
so medical intervention was necessarily limited.

In the same way, St Louis is known to have had medics in attendance, and early
in his narrative Joinville reported a discussion with the king as to whether wine
should be watered or not; Joinville claiming that his doctors (sic) had told him he
did not need to dilute his wine.50 Once on crusade more serious matters were in
question. In Egypt the river became polluted by corpses; it was Lent, and the only
fish available were from the same river:

On account of this evil circumstance, and because of the unhealthy
climate . . . a disease spread throughout the army, of such a sort that the
flesh on our legs dried up, and the skin became covered with black spots
and turned a brown earthy colour like an old boot. With those who had
this disease the flesh on the gums became gangrened; and no one who
fell a victim to it could hope to recover, but was sure to die.51

Within a short time, ‘so many people suffered from mortification of the gums that
the barber surgeons had to remove the gangrenous flesh before they could either
chew their food or swallow it’.52 Joinville himself was ill, but the king was in a
worse state, ‘suffering from the sickness that had attacked the army, and from very
bad dysentery as well . . . That night he fainted several times, and because the
dysentery from which he suffered continually obliged him to visit the privy, they
had to cut away the lower part of his drawers’.53 When Joinville lay ill at Acre,
suffering from a fever, he prayed to be delivered from his sickness, and the prayer
was granted.54

Thus on three crusading expeditions, generations apart, the pattern of medical
care seems to have been similar. The leaders were prepared for battle casualties
and they took along numbers of surgeons and barber surgeons, who had the
practical skills necessary to deal with wounds. The conditions on campaign, and
particularly siege warfare, inevitably promoted diseases, both endemic and
epidemic, and these were explained rationally according to Hippocratic theory.
But it was accepted that recovery from disease was out of human hands. The
armies resorted to penance and prayer; avoidance and endurance. Many died. It
is anachronistic to assume that physicians would take any responsibility for
combating infectious disease on this scale: the few educated doctors were in the
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employ of the elite, and their primary role was to advise their lords on the
maintenance of health. This was the heyday of the regimen sanitatis – rules for
health, usually addressed to a king or noble. There is a good example from 1335,
written by Guido da Vigevano for Philip VI of France and entitled The Treasury
of the King of France for the Recovery of the Holy Land beyond the Sea, and for the
Health of his Body and the Prolongation of his Life, and Also with a Safeguard
against Poisons. It comprised nine folios of medical advice, subtitled Regimen
sanitatis senis, or Rules of Health for an Old Man.55 The rules were to do with
keeping the body’s humours in balance, conforming closely with accepted theories
about human physiology and pathology. In brief, medical practice in the cru-
sading armies of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was empirical and probably
as effective as it could be in the circumstances. There is little evidence as to how
far practice was informed by theory, although surviving manuscript evidence
confirms that Islamic writers were more advanced than western ones.

In Outremer – medical theory

Recent research in medieval Islamic medicine has stressed the distinction between
medical theory and medical practice: because a procedure was described in medical
literature, it should not be assumed it was carried out in practice.56 Many Islamic
cities were centres of scholarship, and Antioch, which the first crusaders captured
in 1098, was a flourishing intellectual centre with a tradition of medical writing
and translation.57 A major Roman city, Antioch had been captured from the
Byzantines by the Persians and then occupied by the Arabs, and it was not until
CE 969 that it returned to Byzantine hands. By now the population was speaking
Arabic, and it was during this Byzantine occupation that a major and influential
medical theoretician lived in Antioch. Ibn Butlan’s career illustrates the
cosmopolitan nature of the city: he was a Christian, born in Baghdad, who first
visited Antioch in the 1040s, and his vivid description indicates why he chose to
settle there towards the end of his life:

In the middle of the town is the citadel . . . a palatial building . . . and
round the palace are halls in which are accommodated the judges of the
[Byzantine] government, and the teachers of grammar and language 
. . . There is an innumerable amount of churches; they are all adorned
with gold mosaic work, coloured glass and mosaic pavement. In the town
is also a hospital in which the patients are under the personal care of the
Patriarch. In the town are, moreover, agreeable and excellent baths . . .
In Antioch is a shaikh who is known as Abu Nasr ibn al-’Attar (‘the son
of the druggist’). He is chief judge of the town, has some knowledge in
sciences, and is of agreeable conversation and understanding.58

Ibn Butlan travelled widely and engaged in a notorious dispute with a rival
physician, Ibn Ridwan of Egypt.59 This obliged him to leave Cairo, and after

S U S A N  B .  E D G I N G T O N

196



visiting Constantinople he returned to Antioch, where he became a monk and
where he died (c.1066). According to his biographer, he was entrusted with the
building of a hospital in the city, and for this institution he wrote a discourse on
how Greek rules of treatment had been modified by Arab physicians.60 For his
monastic community, he wrote a compendium: On the Management of Diseases
for the Most Part through Common Foodstuffs and Available Medicaments,
Specifically for the Use of Monks of the Monasteries and Whoever is Far from the
City.61 This has not yet been translated, although another relevant work has now
appeared in print: Le banquet des médecins is structured as a symposium, where
medics put forward competing medical theories.62 Ibn Butlan is better known for
an earlier work, Taqwim al-sihhah, or Almanac of Health, which was translated
into Latin in the later Middle Ages as Tacuinum sanitatis in medicina.63 He wrote
in Arabic but acknowledged the influence of Hippocrates, Galen and other Greek
physicians, as well as Arabic sources.64 His career illustrates the dynamism of
Antiochene intellectual life, which survived at least the early period of Latin
occupation. Note too that, because Ibn Butlan was a Christian, his works and
those of others like him were potentially more acceptable to the Franks. When
western sources referred to ‘oriental’ or even ‘Saracen’ doctors, it usually meant
only that they were natives of Outremer, and their language was Arabic. Most
were probably Eastern Christians.

The early princes of Antioch were Normans from southern Italy: the captor
Bohemond of Taranto, his nephew Tancred and their kinsman Roger of Salerno.
Their provenance (particularly Salerno) may also have contributed to Antioch’s
continued importance as a translation centre. Antioch continued to attract
travellers from near and far. Walter the Chancellor refers to ‘Latins, Greeks,
Syrians, Armenians, strangers and pilgrims’ in the town during the earthquake of
November 1114,65 and we know that one of these strangers was Adelard – author
of the popular Quaestiones Naturales – who had been born in Bath (England),
had spent time in Laon (northern France), and had journeyed to Syria via
southern Italy, Sicily and Greece: he described being shaken by the quake as he
crossed a bridge at Mamistra.66 Adelard’s modern biographer has made much of
the possibility that he learned his Arabic in Antioch, since he spoke of Arab
masters and also mentioned an old man of Tarsus who explained methods of
dissection for the study of anatomy. He could equally well have learned the
language in Sicily, but his choosing to travel thereafter to Antioch does suggest
that he expected to find it a centre of scientific learning.67 Burnett has made a
persuasive case for Adelard’s having brought manuscripts back from Antioch to
Bath.68

Another translator working in Antioch at this time was Stephen of Pisa, who
made the first complete translation into Latin of al-Majusi’s kitab al-malaki,
which Stephen called Regalis dispositio. He also compiled a catalogue and glossary
of Greek materia medica.69 Stephen’s activities show that important Arabic texts
were available in Antioch. His translation of al-Majusi was made in 1127 and it is
known to have been used by a physician in Hildesheim before 1140.70 It was to
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be immensely influential in western medicine.71 More than a century later, in the
1240s, Bar Ebroyo was living in Antioch. A prolific writer in Syriac and Arabic,
among his works was a condensed version of the materia medica of Dioscorides
and Ahmed al-Ghafiqi – evidence of his linguistic range.72 In short, the first
generations of settlers were brought into contact with a flourishing tradition of
Islamic medical theory in Outremer, but how far was this reflected in practice?

In Outremer – medical practice

As is the case for the army on the march, there are few contemporary records of
medical treatment in the early years of Frankish settlement. The most detailed is
an account by Guibert of Nogent of a wound sustained by Baldwin I (1100–18),
probably in 1103:73

[Baldwin] sustained a very severe wound in battle. The doctor whom he
had summoned made a diagnosis but he feared to cover the wound outside
by applying poultices, knowing that the wound had reached the insides of
the body quite deeply, and while the surface of the skin might heal
smoothly, on the inside a build-up of pus would be encouraged. So he
proposed a wonderful expedient from his praiseworthy opinion and
experience. He asked the king that he might order one of the Saracens he
was holding in custody (for it would be wicked to ask for a Christian) to
be wounded in such a position and place as the king himself had been
wounded, and then to order him to be killed, so that the doctor might
investigate freely upon the dead body and examine certainly from looking
at it what the king’s wound was like on its inside. The pious prince was
utterly horrified at this . . . saying that he was not going to be the cause of
anyone’s death whatsoever, even a person of the worst sort, for the sake of
repairing his own health, when even that was in the balance. Then the
doctor said: ‘If you draw a line at depriving anyone of life for the sake of
repairing your own health, then at least order that the bear, which is useless
enough except as a sideshow, be brought; command that it be killed with
a weapon when it is upright with its front paws stretched out on high; and
when I examine the dead beast’s internal organs afterwards, I shall be able
to make a sound judgement one way or the other from how far it has
penetrated, how great also is your wound.’ The king said to him: ‘Since it
is necessary, the beast is no problem; consider it done.’ Therefore, when
the experiment had been carried out on the wild beast to please the doctor,
he ascertained that, as we have hinted above, it would be troublesome to
the king if a covering were applied too quickly to the wound without the
pus being drained first and the torn part brought together.74

This is an intriguing episode: if it was indeed 1103 (and it must have been before
1109, when Guibert’s Dei Gesta was completed), then it is all but inconceivable
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that Baldwin had a relationship of trust with any doctor but a Frank, and this is
supported by the doctor’s casual proposal that a Saracen prisoner-of-war be used
in the experiment. The medic in question was fully aware of the danger of
infection and the probable necessity to drain the wound – though, of course, his
understanding of pus (purulentia) was humoral.75 Assured by the autopsy on the
bear that his fears were justified, the practitioner drained the wound and possibly
sutured it. (Among unanswered questions is how the king survived the long wait
for the outcome of the experiment.) Other historians described more briefly the
near-fatal wounding in 1103. There is some disagreement as to the site of the
wound, whether ‘through the thigh and kidneys’ (Albert); ‘in the back, near the
heart’ (Fulcher); or ‘from behind through the ribs near the heart’ (William).76

However, all three agree that Baldwin was saved through ‘the skill and experi-
ence of very able doctors’ (Albert); ‘after an incision’ (Fulcher); by ‘the care of
physicians . . . with their use of incisions and cautery’ (William).77 The substantial
agreement between the three independent and contemporary writers – Albert,
Fulcher (who was the king’s chaplain) and Guibert of Nogent – enables us to say
with some certainty that the King of Jerusalem had at least one medical prac-
titioner in his retinue very early in the settlement period. The context suggests 
he was a Western European, and the king’s survival that he was knowledgeable in
theory and practice.

Unfortunately, this case study is a unique survival, and of course it tells us only
what medical resources were available to the royal household, and nothing about
the rest of the Latin population. It does, however, challenge received wisdom
about the inferiority of western practical medicine early in the twelfth century.
Later, it appears that there was a fashion among the Frankish nobility for
employing oriental doctors:

Desiring to take a physic before the approach of winter, as was his
custom, [King Baldwin III] obtained certain pills from Barac, the
physician of the count [of Tripoli], a part of which were to be taken at
once and the rest after a short interval. For our Eastern princes, through
the influence of their women, scorn the medicines and practice of our
Latin physicians and believe only in the Jews, Samaritans, Syrians and
Saracens. Most recklessly they put themselves under the care of such
practitioners and trust their lives to people who are ignorant of the
science of medicine.78

Some months later Baldwin III died.
Baldwin’s successor also consulted oriental doctors as a first resort, though he

considered he knew more about medicine than they did:

On the way home [from the siege of Banyas, Amalric] complained to
those about him that he was feeling rather ill . . . He dismissed his forces
and went on with his personal retinue to Tiberias, where he began to
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suffer from a severe attack of dysentery. Fearing . . . illness, he [went on]
to Jerusalem. There he continued to grow worse, and a violent fever
came on, although the dysentery yielded to the physician’s skill. After
suffering intolerably from the fever for several days, he ordered physicians
of the Greek, Syrian and other nations to be called and insisted that they
give him some purgative remedy. As they would not consent to this, he
had Latin physicians called and made the same request of them, adding
that whatever the result might be he would take the responsibility upon
himself. They administered medicines which [purged him several times
and] seemed to give him some relief. But before he could take nourish-
ment to strengthen his body which had been weakened by the violent
remedy, the usual fever returned, and he yielded to his fate.79

The unwitting testimony of these passages from William of Tyre is the coexistence
of competing Latin and oriental doctors. William’s own prejudices are very clear,
but it is also interesting that in both cases the king took a great interest in his own
treatment: Baldwin III was accustomed to take a tonic before winter, and Amalric
insisted that he needed a purgative. They are behaving according to their own
understanding of the theory of the four humours. According to the (admittedly
prejudiced) author of the Itinerarium, this attitude of the patient knowing best
was taken to an unfortunate extreme by Conrad of Montferrat soon after his
arrival at Tyre in 1189:

The marquis falls ill and kills his own doctors. Meanwhile the
marquis was struck down by a familiar and recurring illness; but because
this time it happened to be worse than usual he supposed that he had
drunk a deadly potion. So a harsh edict went out against the doctors 
who make potions. Because of an unjust suspicion the innocent were
destroyed, although their profession does not bring death but health to
the sick.80

William’s descriptions of the terminal illnesses of the two kings are usually cited
to demonstrate the fashion for non-Latin doctors, and this is indeed a feature
which is borne out by other evidence. Amalric is known to have employed an
oriental Christian doctor, Abu Sulayman Da’ud, to treat his leprous son, the
future Baldwin IV.81 Abu Sulayman had been born in Frankish Jerusalem, but had
moved to Egypt, where he served the caliph. Amalric met him there, and induced
him to move back to Jerusalem. Abu Sulayman made the young Baldwin an
‘appropriate theriac’ for his leprosy, although unfortunately, as William observed:
‘Repeated fomentations, ointments, and even drugs were employed without result
in the attempt to help the prince.’82 Abu Sulayman was the first of a dynasty: one
son succeeded him as Amalric’s physician, and another became Baldwin IV’s carer
and riding teacher. When Jerusalem was recaptured in 1187 the family entered
the service of Saladin and his successors.83

S U S A N  B .  E D G I N G T O N

200



The way in which doctors worked across the cultural divide, as well as Usama
ibn Munqidh’s personal fascination with medical matters, is illustrated in his
‘memoirs’. He records two cases where the barbarous intervention of a Frankish
doctor had fatal consequences: one was on a knight who had an abscess on his leg
and the doctor amputated; the second was on a woman with ‘consumptive fever’,
whose head he cut open and rubbed with salt.84 But Usama also notes two
effective cures the orientals learned from the occidentals: the use of wine to
disinfect wounds, and an ointment for scrofula.85 These examples are too well
known to need quoting in full, and anyway, as Hillenbrand observes, they should
be used with caution: ‘Usama’s work . . . [has] been overexploited, often rather
too simplistically, by scholars.’86 It is worth adding that Usama’s ‘memoirs’ cover
his long life, 1095–1188, and his anecdotes cannot be closely dated. Therefore,
they cannot, or should not, be used to make judgements about the comparative
‘progressiveness’ of medical science in the twelfth century.

Medical regulation

By the middle of the thirteenth century, however, there is some fairly secure
evidence concerning the licensing, regulation and legal status of medical
practitioners in the kingdom of Jerusalem. Le livre des Assises de la Cour des
Bourgeois de Jérusalem was formerly thought to record the laws for non-nobles as
they were during the first kingdom of Jerusalem (1099–1187), but Prawer
showed that in fact the book was written as a private treatise in Acre, almost
certainly between 1240 and 1244.87 The author was himself a burgess, and had
practical experience of the law, but he was not an academic lawyer. Prawer
concluded that the two chapters on medicine and surgery were added by the
author to show off his own knowledge of the medical profession, not taken from
any previous treatise.88 The whole collection comprises 278 chapters and is a
chaotic mixture of property, criminal, civil and commercial laws. The ‘medical’
chapters are towards the end, among the commercial regulations.

These two chapters contain a wealth of information about the circumstances in
which a doctor would be called, and the treatments he might administer. The
cases within each chapter follow a formula: if my slave is sick in such a way, and I
call a doctor, and he does this when he should have done that, and so the slave
dies, then the following penalty is due – usually the price of the slave. The first
chapter contains surgical remedies; the second concerns the work of the physician.
They are separated by a chapter on doctoring horses, and the repeated references
to slaves (serf ou serve) in the medical chapters may be why they were put in the
‘commercial’ section of the Assises. Slaves were unfree, usually non-Christian, and
in certain circumstances could be bought and sold, so, like the horses in the
intervening chapter, they could be viewed as property.89

Cases in the surgery chapter90 exhibit a mixture of empirical treatment and
humoral theory. For example, wounds ‘in a hot place’ or a place where the doctor
should put hot things – for example, the brain, the nerves or the joints – ‘which
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are of a cold nature’ must not be treated with cold things. An abscess should be
treated with cold and moist remedies ‘to soften and ripen and draw the badness
out’; if the doctor put hot and dry things on it, the badness might burst inside
and the patient die. Skull fractures had to be cleaned ‘with instruments’, otherwise
the broken bone might pierce the brain and the patient die. The doctor might fail
by leaving wounds without dressings, or by applying ‘too many hot things as a
result of which the cut arm or thigh goes bad’, or the wound might stink, or he
might neglect to attend to it every day, any of which could be fatal. In all of these
cases where wounds proved fatal, compensation to the value of the slave was due
to the owner, and the doctor was banned from practice in the city. However, if
the patient was a free man or woman, then the doctor was to be hanged. Another
case in the same chapter indicates the procedure for a broken arm or leg. The
doctor’s treatment, pulling the patient about and applying ‘useless’ plasters, might
result in the slave being crippled, in which case the doctor had to take the slave
and pay his master his purchase price; or, if he could not do this, then pay
compensation for the slave’s loss in value. If he treated a Christian (i.e., free)
patient in a similar manner, then his right hand was forfeit.

Thus the work of the surgeon – dealing with wounds, broken bones and
swellings, such as abscesses – was practical, and this, along with the focus on
treating slaves (with references to free people seemingly secondary), might suggest
that the surgeon was seen as an artisan and comparatively uneducated. It should
be noted, however, that the entries relating to surgeons and those relating to
physicians are structured in exactly the same way, and furthermore the surgeon,
like the physician, was expected to advise on regimen in accordance with
prevailing theory. The case reads:

Item: if a doctor can show in court, on good evidence, that the person
he was treating lay with a woman, or drank wine, or ate any bad food
which the doctor had forbidden him, or did anything which he ought
not to have done so soon, judgement is and should be that even though
the doctor might have treated him otherwise than he should, the doctor
is under no obligation to pay compensation, because more obvious
opinion is that the patient died because he should not have done that
which was forbidden to him, rather than from bad treatment, and this is
the law and judgement of the assize. But if the doctor did not forbid him
to eat anything, or drink, or touch a woman, and he touched, or ate or
drank what he should not have done, and he died of it, the sentence is
that the doctor is obliged to pay compensation for him, by law; for the
doctor is obliged, by law, as soon as he sees the patient, to tell him what
he should eat, and what he should not eat; and if the doctor does not do
this and something goes wrong, this is the doctor’s responsibility. But if
the doctor, even though he has undertaken to administer a course of
treatment, has the misfortune to be captured by Saracens, or an illness
befalls him, or some other mischance as a result of which he cannot come
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afterwards to see the patient, opinion is that the doctor is not obliged to
pay any compensation at all, by law.91

In view of this evidence of theoretical knowledge, it is possible that the Assises are
not dealing with different occupational groups at all, but different areas of
expertise: that is, that the same ‘doctor’ was called upon to deal with surgical and
physical illnesses. The Assises do, however, preserve the distinction between
external and internal complaints in the structuring of the chapters. Humoral
theory also pervades the chapter on physic.92 In the case of diarrhoea, the doctor
should give ‘cold and binding things’ and not ‘laxative things or hot things’. In
the case of fever it might be fatal to bleed the patient excessively, or before the
right time. The doctor was expected to recognise when a patient had a chill from
looking at the urine, and not to bleed him. For dropsy, controlled draining via an
incision was recommended. A quotidian fever, which was marked by fluctuations
in temperature in the course of the day, seems to have been treated by admini-
stering a purgative containing the herb scammony, an overdose of which could
lead to death: ‘He goes so much to the privy that before it is daylight he has
voided everything he had in his body, both liver and lungs, and dies.’93 Diseases
of the bowel might be treated with drugs – ‘some powder or strong herb to drink’
– or by cautery. There is a graphic description of how the latter might go wrong.
In all these cases the penalty was high: the price of a slave; or, if a free person died,
the doctor responsible was to be beaten around the town, urine-flask in hand, and
then hanged ‘to deter others from this malpractice’.

There is one exception to these high penalties, and that is when the illness
caused spots:

Item: if I have one of my slaves ill with spots, or with a dry rash, or with
any other illness, and I come to a doctor and I make an agreement with
him that if he cures him, then half of what the slave shall be sold for will
be his and the other half go to his lord who bought him, and the doctor
takes him for treatment, and does for him what he can, but it does not
work, and the slave dies, opinion is that on this account the doctor is not
obliged by law to pay compensation for the slave, first of all because he
lost his work, and everything he should have received; and this is the law
and opinion of the assize.94

It appears that the Assises recognised that doctors were powerless when faced with
certain infectious diseases. This is consonant with the findings above, regarding
epidemics on campaign. Another feature of this chapter is the preponderance of
cases of dysentery, which may be taken to reflect the realities of life in Outremer.
These two types of illness are the only ones to feature elsewhere in the Assises : if
a purchased slave should develop dysentery within a year and a day, then the
vendor was obliged to take him or her back and refund the price. Similarly, if the
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slave developed ‘mezele’ (leprosy, or spots), the same applied, and this seems to
have been a ‘frequent occurrence’ (Mainte feis avientque).95

In view of the high price of failure, it is a wonder that doctors were prepared
to practise in Outremer. One possible explanation is that success was more usual
than failure, and another is that the rewards were high enough to compensate for
the risks. There was some protection in the law, in that the doctor could not be
convicted on unsupported testimony.96 But who were these doctors who risked
their lives every time they undertook to treat a patient? In both chapters they are
referred to as mièges (medici) – no distinction is made between surgeons and
physicians, and indeed the distinction may not have existed, as suggested above.
There was a formal procedure for licensing these mièges, which went as follows:

Item: no foreign doctor, that is one who comes from overseas or from
pagan lands, should practise as a urine-doctor to anyone until he has
been tested by other doctors, the best in the land, in the presence of the
bishop of the land, before whom this should be done. And if it is
ascertained that the doctor knows how to practise medicine properly, the
bishop, before whom he is examined, should give him a licence to
practise in the town henceforth, wherever he will, by letters from the
bishop which he will have as testimony, that the doctor has been
examined and can practise, by law, as a urine-doctor. And this is the law
and opinion of the assize of Jerusalem . . . And if it happens that he does
not know good medicine, that he cannot cure, opinion judges that the
bishop and the court should order him to leave the city, or if not, that
he stay in the land without treating anyone. And if it should happen that
any doctor practises in the town, without leave of the court and the
bishop, the court should take him and have him beaten out of town, by
law and by the assize of Jerusalem.97

Note that the bishop was responsible for overseeing the examination of doctors
and for granting their licences, although it is clear that the same regulations
applied to all foreign doctors, whether from Western Europe (‘Outremer’) or
from ‘Païnime’ (lands under Muslim rule). Bearing in mind the passages from
William of Tyre and Usama, above, it is probable that not all these doctors were
Christian, although the majority probably were.

This testimony of the Assises with regard to the licensing of doctors is relevant
to a wider debate about the development of the medical profession. The licensing
of medical practitioners is earliest recorded in Arabic sources, including al-Razi in
the ninth century CE. The first known example in Western Europe dates from
Sicily in 1140, but there is no other example until 1231, again in Sicily, as part of
legislation issued by Emperor Frederick II.98 This was soon followed by
enactments in other regions, and the Assises, dating from the early 1240s, could
be related to these – or it could be independent and influenced by practice in
Outremer.
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The clue to the inclusion of these medical chapters in the Assises, and their
position in the ‘commercial’ section is found in an accompanying document
entitled ‘un abrégé ’, or abridgement.99 The relationship of this document with
the Assises is by no means clear, but it is certainly more than a précis. Among the
court officers in the abrégé is the ‘mathessep’, who is further identified as a ‘master-
sergeant’. Prawer realised that this was an attempt to render in French the Arabic
word ‘muhtasib’.100 The muhtasib was an official in Syrian towns who had
responsibility for enforcing fair trade in the markets, upholding public morality,
and ensuring the maintenance of standards in various crafts and professions.

Some manuals survive which describe the role of the muhtasib in detail. 
One available in English translation is The Book of the Islamic Market Inspector.101

Its author, al-Shayzari, was based in Syria in the twelfth century and wrote for 
Saladin, so it could scarcely be better suited for comparison with our medical
chapters.102 In fact, the manual gives regulations for all sorts of trades, including
butcher and baker. There are chapters on apothecaries, phlebotomists and
cuppers, physicians, eye doctors, bone setters and surgeons. The book includes a
definition of physician and the knowledge he needed, and the information that all
physicians had to take the Hippocratic oath before the muhtasib. He was also to
examine them on Galen and a book by Hunayn b. Ishaq (d. 873), The Trial of the
Physician. The medical instruments the physician should have were itemised, and
included several we should call surgical. Eye doctors were also to be tested, as were
bone setters and surgeons. All were expected to have considerable book-learning
as well as a knowledge of anatomy.103

With this insight into the role of the muhtasib, the inclusion of the medical
chapters in the Assises seems a great deal less arbitrary. The thirteenth-century
author may well have been showing off his knowledge by expanding the content
to include details of treatments and maltreatments (as Prawer thought), but the
chapters were included as a matter of course within that part of the collection
which dealt with the various aspects of the muhtasib’s role. We cannot assume that
the knowledge required of doctors who treated the Franks was the same as in
Islamic lands, but we can see that their practice was probably regulated as a craft
or trade in a similar way. The regulation of medical practice and practitioners does
appear to be one aspect of medicine where crusaders and settlers learned from the
natives of Outremer.

Hospital development

An institution that underwent significant change in Outremer was the hospital. It
is relatively easy to describe the development, but more difficult to decide whether
it was the result of Islamic influence.

Institutions called hospitals (‘hospitales’ or ‘hospitalia’ in Latin) were well
established across Europe before the time of the crusades. They originated as
guest-houses of monasteries (‘hospites’ means guests or strangers), and provided
accommodation for travellers and others in need. Those on pilgrimage routes
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were especially in demand, and attracted the poor and the infirm in great numbers.
It would be more accurate to call them hostels or hospices – two other English
words derived from the same Latin root (and no doubt the wealthy used them as
hotels, a third derived word). It was in this spirit that a group of merchants from
Amalfi, Italy, set up a small hostel/hospice in Jerusalem in the middle of the
eleventh century, confiding it to the care of a group of Benedictine monks. The
hostel was sited conveniently close to the church of the Holy Sepulchre, and it
was dedicated to St John the Baptist. When Jerusalem was in Christian hands after
1099, it became even more attractive as a pilgrimage centre, and the buildings
were expanded to meet the need for accommodation. Administration of the
hospital was placed in the hands of the new Order of St John, which developed
into a military order, but always had the care of the sick as its primary concern.

Excavations early in the twentieth century revealed a major building pro-
gramme in the 1140s.104 By 1169, when the German pilgrim Theoderich visited,
the buildings were palatial:

Unless he has had the opportunity of seeing it with his own eyes, no one
can credibly tell another how beautiful its buildings are, how abundantly
it is supplied with rooms and beds and other material for the use of the
poor, and sick people, how rich it is in the means of refreshing the poor,
and how devotedly it labours to maintain the needy. Indeed we passed
through this palace, and were unable by any means to discover the
number of sick people lying there; but we saw that the beds numbered
more than one thousand.105

John of Würzburg, writing at about the same time, put the number of patients at
two thousand, and the daily mortality as high as fifty.106 Nevertheless, when Saladin
captured Jerusalem in 1187, he was so impressed by the hospital that he allowed
it to remain open for a year so that it could dispose its affairs in good order.

Records from the early 1180s give an insight into the running of the hospital.
These include an Old French translation of the Statutes entitled Des viandes as
malades et des mieges et de lordenement qui a este uzei au palais des malades a
Jerusalem (Concerning food for the sick and doctors and the organisation of the
palace of the sick in Jerusalem).107 There is also a description by a German pilgrim
of his experience in the hospital in the 1170s.108 He not only noted down his
observations, but questioned staff and patients. These two sources confirm the
exceptional size of the hospital, though its maximum capacity may have been
achieved only at the expense of the brothers’ own beds. There were eleven wards:
ten were general and one was for the weakest patients. All had comfortable beds,
sheepskin covers and dressing-gowns. Salaried staff comprised four ‘doctors’, a
physician for the weakest patients, and three or four surgeons, plus blood-letters.
The hands-on nursing was done by serjeants of the Order of St John, though the
regulations also stipulated that the knights should be prepared to take on menial
tasks.
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In terms of treatment, the most important recourse was to ‘celestial medicine’,
or the power of prayer. Patients were part of the daily liturgical life and there were
also special processions. Second only to religion was dietary regulation (regimen).
Patients were prescribed strengthening foods to counteract the ‘cold, moist’
humours of old age and infirmity. Their diet included luxuries such as wine, sugar
and almonds, as well as meat, vegetables and white bread. Much less is known
about which medicines were administered, though electuaries, syrups and a
sweet–sour tonic called oxymel are all recorded. (The hospital seems to have used
at least two hundredweight of sugar a year.) Surgery was important after battles,
and the German pilgrim claims the knights had first-aid stations on the battle-
field, from which the wounded were brought back to the hospital. There was a
separate hospital alongside for women, with wards for lying-in and for the care of
foundlings. This was dedicated to St Mary Magdalene and the attendants were
female.

The references in the sources to special facilities for the weakest patients and
the low ratio of medical staff to patients suggest that the majority of inmates were
not ill at all; they were pilgrims, perhaps aged and infirm, who needed nursing
care. However, salaried medical staff were employed, further identified in the
Statutes of the Hospitallers, 1182: ‘for the sick in the Hospital of Jerusalem there
should be engaged four wise doctors, who are qualified to examine urine, and to
diagnose different diseases, and are able to administer appropriate medicines’.109

In a decree of 1184/5 Pope Lucius III stipulated ‘that in the house of the hospital
there should always be five doctors and three surgeons, at whose disposition
should be administered those things which are necessary for the sick, both
foodstuffs and other things’.110 The German pilgrim text further says that the
doctors were learned in physic, salaried, employed exclusively in the hospital, and
bound by oath. They were to know the nature of the sick and to use electuaries
and other medicines, with which they were fully supplied. They visited the sick
every morning and evening to check their urine and pulse, accompanied by two
serjeants (‘clientes’) from the ward concerned, one of whom carried syrups, a
vinegar–honey mixture, electuaries and other medicines; the other held up the
urine samples, discarded them when they had been seen and cleaned the urinals,
and recorded the doctor’s dietary instructions or arranged for the blood-letter to
attend. These blood-letters (‘minutiores’) were also waged. On the advice of the
doctors and the superintendent, they also used foods to treat patients.

The hospital of St John in Jerusalem was both less and more than a hospital in
any modern sense. There has been debate about its antecedents, but contem-
porary institutions like the Pantokrator in Constantinople and the Nur ed-Din
hospital in Damascus were institutions both on a vastly smaller scale and with a
more specialised medical mission. Much of the work of the Jerusalem hospital was
caring rather than curing, and in this context it is significant that Raymond du
Puy’s Rule for the order, which dates from the middle of the twelfth century
(before 1153), has been shown to draw on the Augustinian Praeceptum, a docu-
ment with much emphasis on good food and comfortable conditions for the
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infirm, and reliance on the advice of doctors in these matters.111 Lucius III,
confirming the Rule in 1184/5, certainly believed that the order followed St
Augustine: ‘canonicis regularibus beati Augustini regula concessa est’.112 This
means that the hospital looked for its organisation and ethos to a model popular
in more northerly parts of Europe.113 Even in the 1180s it still functioned as a
hostel/hospice as well as offering medical care according to the ideas of the time,
with their emphasis on regimen. It was an institution which could have devel-
oped only in Jerusalem, where the influx of needy pilgrims coincided with the
professionalisation of medical occupations, and the organisation of institutional
care.

Writers on medical matters in Outremer have often started with preconceptions
about the superiority of oriental medicine, with the implication that the occi-
dentals had much to learn. It is uncontestable that Islamic writings on medicine
were both more prolific and more sophisticated: translations into Latin were as
yet few in Western Europe. However, the interchange of medical ideas was
facilitated by the two peoples sharing the same classical heritage, and it is
impossible to state categorically that it took place in Outremer rather than
elsewhere. A study of the crusading armies suggests that they brought with them
surgeons who were well up to the demands of battlefield surgery. There may also
have been educated physicians with the armies, but their role was to keep the
leaders healthy rather than to deal with such medical emergencies as epidemic
disease. Once settled in Outremer, occidentals seem to have been prepared to
consult oriental doctors – probably mostly Christians – and even to employ them
in the hospital in Jerusalem and its successors. A system of licensing medics was
developed which was probably influenced by Islamic models, but the most
impressive development was the hospital of St John in Jerusalem, and this was a
religious institution rather than a medical one.
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9

ARCHITECTURE OF 
THE CRUSADERS IN THE 

HOLY LAND

The first European colonial architecture?

Jürgen Krüger

The church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem was rebuilt significantly during
the crusaders’ era. During the twelfth century it gained the structure that still
determines its appearance today. The building structure and architectural details
of the church can be traced as patterns to various influences, which thus provide
the optimal means of focusing on questions concerning the cultural interchange
between the orient and the occident.1

It was the Emperor Constantine the Great who, during the years 325 to 335,
initiated the first multifaceted erection of a church at this location, a building that
underwent numerous alterations over the following centuries.2 The integrity 
of the originally complex structure – containing the atrium, basilica (called
martyrium), inner court with the rock of Golgotha, a rotunda with the grave site,
and additional side areas for baptism and the palace of the patriarch – was
compromised profoundly over time. Due to the conquest of the Arabs in 638 the
basilica seems to have lost a part of its precious furnishings and equipment. More
decisive, however, were the events of the year 1009, when Caliph al-Hakim
ordered the destruction of the church of the Holy Sepulchre for reasons that
remain unfathomable even now. In contrast to the earlier events, there is no doubt
that the destruction of 1009 was carried out on a large scale.3 Even though the
caliph permitted a reconstruction of the church shortly afterwards – accomplished
with the financial, material and logistical help of the Byzantine emperor – the
church, completed around 1040/50, had been greatly reduced in its dimensions
compared to former times: the basilica remained in ruins, which reduced the area
taken up by the church by almost half. A new main portal had to be created, since
the old one situated towards the cardo could not be used any longer.4 Rows of
chapels were erected along this new entry area, which was now placed south of
the old inner courtyard including the rock of Golgotha and in the inner court
itself, in order to house the relics that had been salvaged in the meantime. The
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most significant alteration concerned the rotunda of the tomb: through the add-
ition of a large apse which encroached upon the inner courtyard it had now
become a round church with an altar in an apse and was certainly comparable in
its dimensions with middle Byzantine church structures of the eleventh century.5

This new structure is the one that greeted the crusaders upon their conquest of
Jerusalem in 1099 and they utilised it initially for about fifteen years without
considering any changes, since a sense of the church’s continuity in the Holy Land
only gradually emerged in the crusaders’ kingdom.6 Only then, after barely one
generation, did the wish to create their own new structures materialise. In the case
of the church of the Holy Sepulchre this happened after the year 1114, when this
wish led to a radical alteration of the sanctuary, completed by the year 1160 (the
exact date of the consecration has not been recorded). There were several reasons
for these changes, a notable one being the selection of the Augustinian canons to
attend to the altars and the Latin services. This necessitated the creation of
secluded buildings – cloisters, dormitories and a refectory, but the Augustinian
canons also no longer considered the Byzantine choir – the apse by the rotunda
– sufficient for their needs. At a time when in Western Europe increasingly
elaborate choir treatments were coming into being in accordance with Gregorian
reforms (as can be see in the Romanesque churches of Cologne, for example), it
was deemed necessary for the most distinguished church of Christianity to find a
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timely solution as well. In accordance with that goal, the Byzantine apse was torn
down and in its place in the former inner court a choir aisle surrounded by
radiating chapels was established at the rotunda. Choirs just like this were the
recently constructed trademarks of the big pilgrimage churches on the way to
Santiago de Compostela.

The design of such a pilgrimage church – transept, high choir and radiating
chapels – can be clearly detected from the outline of the church of the Holy
Sepulchre, yet in a strangely mangled form. This raises the question of whether
perhaps a grander plan existed, according to which criteria the new structure had
been erected but whose implementation had been only partially executed. An
analysis of the building that emerges from numerous details, however, points
clearly to a different explanation. This analysis indicates that even though the new
choir building eliminated the former Byzantine construction practically in its
entirety, at the same time it spared the old building – the original Constantinian
structure – as much as possible. The rock of Golgotha was now modified as a two-
storey chapel. The old inner courtyard remained clearly traceable with several of
its typical components, such as coupled columns. It is evident that the architects
and builders treated the original building materials with increasing reverence the
closer they found themselves to sacred locations. The sanctuaries themselves – the
Mount of Golgotha and the Holy Sepulchre – remain completely preserved in
their original states, and other parts have been added in a delicate manner. The
‘fragmental’ plan for a pilgrimage church turns out to be thus an intentionally
executed partial structure which aims to preserve the original building in as
complete a way as possible within the new structure.

The desire of crusading builders to preserve the early church can be clearly
deduced from additional details.7 The Mount of Golgotha, for example, has
contained two altar locations for a long while: the upper altar on the rocky ridge
at a location where, according to tradition, a hole in the rock marks the position
of the cross trunk; and a lower altar at the flank of the rock where the tomb of
Adam was revered. This chapel of Adam contains several different building styles.
The Roman apse of the clergy is surrounded by the Byzantine apse, in front of
which the stone blocks of the crusaders’ vault were added. This means that the
earlier Byzantine builders were also intent on preserving the Roman apse and that
the church from the crusaders’ time contained the former building structures in
the manner of a reliquary. From such observable details it can be concluded that
beyond those completed parts no further building components of a pilgrimage
church ‘à la compostelana’ had been planned. In particular, the rotunda was not
to be replaced by a main aisle. The rotunda with the tomb in the middle instead
created a second focus within the layout.

This leads to the question of the actual concept of the building additions to the
church of the Holy Sepulchre. In the Spanish version the crypt is located under
the high choir; it was and still is the place of the revered relics, and the high choir
above it houses the clergy. This version dates back to a corresponding choir
alteration of St Peter in Rome under Pope Gregory the Great around the year 600.
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In Jerusalem, however, a different approach was chosen. The Holy Sepulchre and
high choir are located on an axis behind each other, not on top of each other.
Undoubtedly this is connected to the particular significance of the tomb, which
did not permit its disappearance into a crypt. The gravesite and the Mount of
Calvary are authentic places of veneration; in place of the (obviously non-existent)
relics, the location itself becomes the object of worship, which therefore cannot
be given up by any means and which remain the same until today. The location
of the Holy Sepulchre always stays the same, regardless of any epoch, be it the
fourth, the eleventh or the twelfth century, and this despite numerous recon-
structions of the tomb even in periods that would have provided opportunities for
change.8

The elaborations above create the impression that the religious architecture of
the twelfth century was almost completely influenced by occidental ideas and that
western models of architecture had been imported to the Holy Land. This
impression is based primarily on the fragmentary state of building structures in the
Holy Land. Yet there must have been a multitude of local builders and artisans
who were enlisted to major projects of the crusaders. In particular, the Armenians
represented a relatively strong group whose structures can still be viewed today in
Jerusalem and whose influence we also detect in Helena’s chapel of the church of
the Holy Sepulchre. A line of Armenian stonemason inscriptions can be observed
at the central cupola of this chapel. Armenian architecture in Jerusalem distin-
guishes itself especially through the building of centred cupolas and creative tower
decorations, elements that are rarely found in the contemporary Romanesque
building style of churches.9

Having established that the evidence of the crusader constructions at the church
of the Holy Sepulchre points to the conclusion that they brought their archi-
tectural ideas from the west, this chapter will now focus on two detailed questions,
since an issue is often easier to perceive in regard to specific case studies. The first
phenomenon to be discussed here concerns the use of spolia; the second with the
search for distinct personalities in the artistry displayed in the craftsmanship of the
masonry.

The quest for possible ideological reasons behind the reuse of building materials
– often termed spolia – has been a focus of increasing study over the last few
decades.10 Great caution has to be used in such inquiry and argumentation,
however, since nothing is more obvious than that builders would reuse existing
material near a construction site. It is often easier to spoliate a no-longer-utilised
building structure than to import new building material from far away. The many
structures of the Roman period at the eastern edge of the Mediterranean provided
a natural reservoir for medieval construction activities, and, at the same time, the
lack of material in this region encouraged the reuse of materials from antiquity. The
reuse of capitals was especially favoured, since they were generally very elaborately
finished and diminished the workload significantly when put to new use. Yet there
was not always such a readiness to incorporate older capitals into new buildings
during every epoch. In Romanesque times this inclination was relatively strong,
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since the style of Roman and Romanesque architecture display a certain affinity.
The capitals of the hall of the Holy Communion in Jerusalem can serve as an
example for this – that is, those dating to the Romanesque building epoch.11

Since the reuse of spolia from antiquity can be observed relatively frequently
and is often discussed, another issue is more interesting: the conscious contempt
for the ancient body of the capital. In the area of the church of the Holy Sepulchre
a capital has been preserved from antiquity (it is believed that there were several
of that kind), which was slated for the belfry.12 At that time (c.1160/70),
however, the early Gothic style was desired; obviously, a new perception of style
had evolved. The existing capitals were now utilised in such a way that their
ancient surface was no longer visible and orientated so that the side facing the
spectator contained early Gothic bud ornamentation.

In many places interpreting the architectural findings in the church of the Holy
Sepulchre demands great effort. While the singular building components – among
them the rotunda, the Golgotha rock and the high choir with the radiating chapels
– are already so intertwined with each other that the many different building
phases and restorations are barely distinguishable, the situation is further
complicated by today’s façade.13 This is located on a spot where one would expect
the southern surrounding wall of the Constantine layout, yet it appears with an
early Gothic twin portal. The architectural décor, however, is once more steeped
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in early Gothic style, on the
terrace of the church



in such an intensively ancient style that the question as to when the particular parts
of the décor were created has for a long time been answered in a contradictory
manner. The ‘windswept capitals’, the plastic frieze and other parts bring to mind
structures like the Simeon monastery – qualat Siman – near Antioch (now in
northern Syria, reachable from Aleppo). Only a few details, such as that the
capitals were created for staggered portal walls, disclose the fact that the façade
with its embellishment has to be a product of the twelfth century. Thus the façade
of the church of the Holy Sepulchre belongs to the genre of buildings of the so-
called proto-Renaissance, similar to structures in Florence or Provence. But
whereas in the European regions stylistic inspiration is drawn from classical
antiquity, the décor of the church of the Holy Sepulchre refers to late antiquity,
in particular to early Christian buildings of the Near East. Thus it arises from a
specific sense of the Christian architecture of the region. This façade therefore
indicates an end to a tradition of communal architecture centred in Western
Europe in favour of more local influences.

Turning to the question of distinct artists obliges us to make this conclusion
rather more nuanced. It is increasingly recognised that there were local traditions
and artists within the Holy Land. It is, however, very difficult to capture them 
due to the rarity of the preserved sources. One artist that we do know of, for
example, was the creator of the mosaic of the church of the Nativity in Bethlehem,
who designated himself with an inscription as ‘monk, painter and mosaic artist
Ephraim’ and who was also responsible for the mosaics of that main aisle.14
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Yet, along with the development of local traditions, there seem to have been
migrations of artists from Europe to Palestine. The most spectacular case concerns
the sculptor who created the famous capitals of Nazareth.15 Although we cannot
give him a name, we can trace him through his distinct style. It begins near
Bourges, in the church of Saint-Martin in Plaimpied. This church possesses a
capital on its long aisle supports as well as an undated grave marker in the southern
side aisle, both of which have been carried out in a similar manner. Certain similar
features can be detected in churches in the Rhone Valley and in Upper Italy. After
them, similarly formed capitals occur again only in the Holy Land. Two little-
appreciated capitals of the church of the Holy Sepulchre are among them.

Ascribing diverse anonymous building sculptures to a single creator is common
in the field of art history, but it should be done only with the greatest care. The
nucleus of the sculptures’ formation that is displayed in these three locations
(Plampied, Jerusalem and Nazareth), however, is so closely related and, at the
same time, so original that it seems very far fetched to assign the work to different
artists. At any rate, it is possible to conjure a connection of workshops, which in
our case would also be sufficient for the above argumentation.

An additional question connected to these capitals is the chronological
sequence of their parts. As in all cases, the capitals are not dated, so the date of
their creation can be determined and estimated only on the basis of circumstantial
evidence. It can be stated with great certainty, though, that the capitals in
Nazareth were made around 1187. In Jerusalem, it can be deduced from the
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Figure 9.4 Capital in the north aisle of the church, perhaps done by the 
‘Plaimpied-Master’



building components of the church of the Holy Sepulchre that its capitals are
earlier – around 1160. Consequently, it can be concluded that the sculptor of
Plampied came to the Holy Land and migrated northwards, from Jerusalem. This
matches the building history of the French churches well. The possibility that the
sculptor worked first in Jerusalem and Nazareth and only later (around 1190) in
Plampied is not feasible.16

How far were there any influences upon European architecture from the
establishment of crusader kingdoms and lordships in the Near East? The answer
must be considered in two respects: namely, with regard to how far certain archi-
tectural styles travelled and to what extent architectural motives were transferred
– that is, the question of form and content.

Not too long ago, it was stated that Gothic architecture (which primarily denotes
the method of working with pointed arches) was invented in the Holy Land and
exported to Europe.17 Primary evidence for this hypothesis was the compound of
the Knights of St John in Akko, where the so-called hall of the refectory exhibits
such arches. This hall, which is very impressive, has been connected to the
appearance of the first foundation of the Knights of St John in Akko and thereby
provided an early dating and the corollary that such a style must have migrated
from Akko to Europe. The excavations in Akko, however, have progressed
considerably in the meantime and now provide a much better picture of the
medieval town than was available a few years ago. As a result, some correction is
needed to the dating of building components. Thus it is generally acknowledged
today that the compound of the Knights of St John does not belong to the building
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Figure 9.5 So-called Refectory of the Knights of St John in Acco



phases of the twelfth but the thirteenth century.18 In making this correction, art
historians are also obliged to recognise that the example no longer serves as
evidence for the migration of the Gothic style from the Near East. In any case,
current debates on the architectural history of the early development of the Gothic
building style no longer argue in such a mono-causal manner: the style has many
roots and they are widely scattered in the European cultural area.
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Figure 9.6 Figured sculpture from the portal of the lost church of S. Maria in the
Muristan; now in the Museum of the Greek Patriarchate



The second possibility concerns the deliberate export of Near Eastern archi-
tecture. Here, especially, a large group of recreations of sacred localities needs to
be mentioned. Such emulations of the holy places may have taken place in all
times, yet they clearly blossomed during the Middle Ages. In investigating such
recreations, the focus, by tradition, has primarily been on copies of Jerusalem’s
Holy Sepulchre – such as the Holy Sepulchre of Eichstaett – but the topic has
scarecly been investigated fully. Many monuments have not been recognised and
perceived as being inspired by the original church of the Holy Sepulchre. And
even the mainstays of this genus, like the Holy Sepulchre in Eichstaett, have not
been researched thoroughly.19 Thus this field of architectural research is still in its
infancy.

Most of the copies were embedded within liturgical and private forms of
devotion. Another assembly of monuments has been preserved in the area of
Worms, the so-called ‘Saracene turrets’. A few churches, starting with that of St
Paul in Worms, added turrets – mostly located on the façade – which were,
according to tradition, connected to the return of people who had been on
crusade. The turrets display exceptionally creative embellishments on their tops,
which cannot have been developed within the regional Romanesque architecture;
and an eastern motif seems to be apparent. Scarce sources meant that their dating
always used to be controversial. Nobody could be sure whether the warriors who
commissioned these structures had just returned from the Second or the Third
Crusade. However, the latest dendrochronological probes into the few wooden
beams that were found within the turrets suggest a dating of the whole group to
shortly after 1100. Of course, this finding generated considerable surprise: if these
turrets were indeed donated by returning crusaders – possibly in thanks for a safe
homecoming – a considerable section of the knighthood of Worms must have
participated in the First Crusade, something which had never previously been
suggested. But are the findings accurate? The stylistic markers hardly point to such
an early date of construction. And, unfortunately, art-historical methods of
analysis were under-utilised in the above investigation, so the end results are open
to question. Further investigation is therefore eagerly anticipated in order to solve
the mystery of the saracene turrets.20

Artistic exchange between east and west has always been multifaceted. There
have been no one-way streets, as was previously supposed. Instead, there have
been reciprocal relationships, developments which were initiated within a geo-
graphical region and continued from there, in addition to quite purposeful
‘migrations’, be it by people or by motifs. In order to understand how this artistic
exchange occurred during the crusades, individual objects need to be more
thoroughly researched than has been the case so far.

For various reasons, the church of the Holy Sepulchre provides a perfect
example for such research. As the most distinguished Christian structure of the
entire region, it belongs to a group of structures that have been intensively
researched, but further insights are needed. Even a simple study of the materials
from which the church is built offers more preserved building components than
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can be found in other buildings, whether clerical or secular. The density of
historical materials is relevant here, too. Although the actual archival sources for
all the buildings of the Kingdom of Jerusalem have been lost almost in their
entirety, there are a large number of other historical sources that pertain to the
church of the Holy Sepulchre. However, the rivalries between the denominations
that are in possession of parts of the church have, until now, delayed and
sometimes even prevented systematic study of these sources.21 Meanwhile, the
history of research itself has become a part of the archaeological–historical research
– that is, evaluation of the restorations and investigation of the last 200 years. Here
we will recover a great deal of information on the ancient building.

It is necessary to utilise the methods of research concerning the history of
architecture in a more systematic manner than that adopted by earlier generations
of scholars. The only halfway-reliable study of the ancient nucleus of the church
of the Holy Sepulchre was carried out during a restoration in the 1960s.22 Similar
studies for the medieval building phases are lacking. With the aid of an investi-
gation into the building techniques, stonemasonry, samples of mortar and so on,
and by utilising the latest scientific methods, a more sophisticated chronology of
the sequence of the building structures might be obtained.

The church of the Holy Sepulchre is closely connected to its neighbouring
structures. Due to subsequent Islamic construction projects, these buildings are
intertwined now more than ever before. After the recapture of the city by Saladin
in 1187, several Islamic institutions within the quarter of the church of the Holy
Sepulchre became immediate neighbours of both the church and the convents. In
order to understand the compound of the church of the Holy Sepulchre better
within historical chronology it is necessary also to set our sights on the neigh-
bouring buildings. This refers especially to the south side of the area where the
hospital of the Knights of St John was erected during the twelfth century. The
development of both institutions, the Augustinian clergy of the church of the
Holy Sepulchre and the Order of the Knights of St John around the hospital,
suggests that the two compounds were closely connected and started to diverge
in their development only later in the twelfth century. It is very probable that both
constructions – the hospital and the church – were handled by the same crew. If
that proves to be true, it gives further investigations a stronger basis: there are
more material remains and the historical tradition is closer knit. Through this,
there is a better chance of establishing a more detailed chronology, and we might
gain more insights into the building sequence and further facts about the con-
struction crews.

A clue to understanding this complex building in its historical development can
be found in front of the south façade of the church of the Holy Sepulchre. Here
the church and the hospital of the Knights of St John collide; here there were
paths to both buildings; here the largest rebuilding activity took place to erect the
entryways that can still be traced today. The façade of the church, the chapels 
on both sides and the entry area to the hospital offer a wealth of material to be
examined. Once that has been done, it might be possible to establish a clear
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building sequence; to discover which building techniques were used; to under-
stand how the building components were designated in historical sources. All of
this might shed light on the events in Jerusalem during the time of the crusades.

As it is, we can already use the insights available to us to address the theme of
artistic interaction between occident and orient. Here, the evidence of the church
of the Holy Sepulchre points to a western-orientated tradition until the middle of
the twelfth century, when more local influences came to the fore. And while the
direct evidence for a crude transference of the Gothic style from the Near East to
the west has recently been called into question, the under-reported examples of
recreations of the architecture of the holy places in Europe and the distinct career
of the sculptor of Plampied demonstrate that there was a significant interchange
of architectural culture in both directions.
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10

PEACEMAKING

Perceptions and practices in 
the medieval Latin East

Yvonne Friedman

The prevailing perception of the 1096 to 1291 era as one of Holy War, with peace
far removed from the adversaries’ thoughts, is not entirely accurate. In fact, this
epoch of Holy War was punctuated by interludes of peace, as indicated by the
approximately 120 treaties mentioned in the historical sources. Although crusader
society in the East and its diverse Muslim enemies never achieved a lasting peace,
the intermittent ceasefires or treaties reached over this period enabled a fragile
cohabitation that endured for two centuries. The entry into such agreements
required bridging differing conceptions of peace and the lack of shared language
and peacemaking mechanisms.

I begin by examining the disparate conceptions of peace in Muslim and crusader
society. I then consider the factors that encouraged or discouraged the parties
involved from engaging in negotiations for a ceasefire or peace treaty and the
influence of the shifting balance of power on peace initiatives. Finally, I address issues
of mutual acculturation in the stages of peacemaking: how the sides developed a
shared verbal and nonverbal language of peacemaking contacts in the arena of the
Latin East, as implemented through diplomacy, gesture and formal agreements.

Peace was an ideal goal in both medieval Islamic and Western Christian
thought. The aspiration to world peace, however, did not contradict the concept
or practice of using military force against antagonists. Conceived of in Islam as
resulting from a definitive victory that would bring a just solution to current
situations, peace was therefore based on just war. In Christianity, peace was an
inherent part of an eschatological vision of the world. Yet, both Islam and Western
Christianity founded institutions aimed at the destruction of their enemies – in
Islam, the jihad; and in Christianity, the crusade – thus making war a religious
imperative. Both medieval societies, however, displayed a dichotomy between
ideology and practice with respect to war and peace. It was the loopholes between
the two that allowed for peace processes.

Muslim law differentiates between intra-Muslim peace, suh., which could 
only be contracted between Muslim factions, and muhadana, a temporary
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ceasefire – peace with the infidel entered into only for reasons of expediency.
Although jihad is obligatory, its status as a collective, not a personal, obligation
allows for many exceptions and facilitates utilization of loopholes to make peace.
In Islam, war against the infidel needed no justification, whereas peace or even
truce-making required both pretext and explanation. In his chapter on jihad, al-
Tabari outlined the basic terms:

Al-Awza‘i said: If Muslims conclude a peace treaty with the enemy [darb
al-h.arb] in which they agree to pay Muslims a designated amount [of
money] every year so that the Muslims will not enter their country, there
is no harm in concluding such a treaty with them.

Al-Shafi‘i said: I would like for the Imam, if a great misfortune were
to happen to the Muslims, and I hope God will not allow this [to
happen] to them, to consider a peace treaty with the enemy, whoever
they are, and he should conduct a peace [treaty] with [the enemy] only
up to a certain time . . . And if the Muslims have power, he should fight
the polytheists after the peace expires. If the Imam does not have the
power, there is no harm to renew [the agreement] for the same duration
or less, but he should not exceed the [time limit for the first one].1

Later medieval Islamic legal thought was preoccupied with the circumstances and
conditions under which it was permissible to contract a truce. Ibn Rushd
(Averroes), for example, submitted:

The conclusion of truce is considered by some to be permitted from the
very outset and without an immediate occasion, provided that the Imam
deems it in the interest of the Muslims. Others maintain that it is only
allowed when the Muslims are pressed by sheer necessity, such as civil
war and the like. As a condition for truce, it may be stipulated that the
enemy pay a certain amount of money to the Muslims . . . Such a
stipulation (paying of tribute) however, is not obligatory.2

Thus, whereas peace treaties were seen as a necessary evil and had to be temporary,
they were clearly permissible. Practical willingness to limit warfare and enter into
treaties emerged from centuries of Muslim warfare and diplomatic relations with
the Byzantines, leading to the development of an intricate web of means of
coexistence, which included institutions like aman,3 captive exchanges4 and
formal diplomacy.5 Although still idealizing war as the normative relationship with
the infidel, medieval Islam had in fact honed the tools with which to make peace.
Michael Bonner describes the relations on the tughur (frontier) as fostering
centres for embattled scholars, but at the same time depicts the abode of those
embattled scholars – the ribats on the Eastern frontiers – as centres ‘that became
devoted to the arts of peace’.6 The encounter with the crusaders led to an
intensification of the ideal of jihad, as for example in the writing of al-Sulami. But
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even in his treatise on jihad, he did not change the basic rules and thus treaties
remained a practical possibility.7

The conditions of treaty-making encompassed almost all possible scenarios: (1)
from a position of strength either to avoid further bloodshed or, occasionally, to
buy time to acquire reinforcements and supplies; (2) from a position of parity in
order to settle differences when combat was not desirable; and (3) from a position
of weakness in order to make the best of an adverse situation and perhaps gain time
for readjustment.8 During the eighth to tenth century, the Byzantine and Abbasid
empires often used captive exchanges as an opening and pretext for truce-making.
Nor were these endeavours limited to relations with Eastern Christendom alone.
In the twelfth century there were other Muslim–Christian encounters besides the
crusades, many of which ended or were regulated by treaty. These ranged from
military settlements, including a tributary status in Spain, to commercial treaties
with Mediterranean powers.9 Although all the Muslim legalists emphasized the
temporary nature of these agreements, they still spelled out the conditions and
tools of peacemaking.

Western Christianity also demonstrated a dichotomy between ideology and
practice with respect to war and peace, but its starting point was diametrically
opposed to that of Islam. As noted, peace was a religious goal, part of an
eschatological programme for the world. It belonged to Christian ritual and, in
Augustine’s eyes, was one of the aims of the City of God.10 Medieval Christian
ideological adherence to peace, and limitation of warfare, was exemplified by the
‘Peace of God’ movement, organized and hailed by the Church. The medieval
Western notion of peace encompassed Christians alone, viewing war against the
infidel – the crusade – as another facet of peace, if not a prerequisite for it.11 The
Church’s peace councils gave it the authority to decide who could deploy arms,
for what purpose, at whose command, against whom, and when. But at the same
time this development suggested that, under certain conditions, the Church now
regarded violence as licit.12 Seeing crusade as the logical outcome of the Peace of
God movement, Thomaz Mastnak concluded that Urban II was a peacemaking
pope, a lukewarm Gregorian reformer who waged a holy war.13 Thus, crusade
could be seen as an act of love in Christian eyes,14 and the preaching of this act of
love included the rallying of forces to a war of extermination against the infidel
enemy, employing concepts like purging and cleansing the holy places.15

Although the Church preached peace, the practical outcome was war.
In principle, the Holy War against the infidel allowed for no mercy for the

vanquished enemy. The preachers described a situation of victory or death.16 As
they did not expect any mercy from their enemy, the crusaders saw no reason to
show them mercy. Christian chroniclers described with proud relish bloody
victories that included butchering and looting the defeated.17

On the other hand, Western Christianity had a long tradition of internal
peacemaking by treaties and of conflict resolution accompanied by ceremonial
gestures, such as satisfactio and deditio.18 Therefore, in facing actual problems of
peacemaking – accepting the capitulation of a besieged city, signing a ceasefire
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with a city willing to pay tribute to be left in peace, and so on – the crusaders did
not encounter a totally unknown situation. Although, ideologically, they saw no
need to make peace with the enemy, when they found it profitable to do so, they
had in store an arsenal of rituals and usages that had developed in Europe for intra-
Christian peace and conflict resolution. Thus, to some extent, like their Muslim
foes, the peace-loving Christians felt there was no need to explain the Holy War
called by the pope; it was peace that needed a pretext and rationalization.
However, in contrast to the Muslim world, for Christianity, it was the idea of Holy
War that was new and placed the crusaders in a position in which peacemaking
with the infidel was not seen as an option, whereas the notions of peace and of
the need for treaty-making were well known.

In addressing the question of treaty-making under such circumstances we must
remember that the leaders of the First Crusade were not just charged with
religious zeal to free the Holy Land from what they saw as its unlawful inhabitants;
they were also down-to-earth military leaders governed by realistic strategic
considerations. Therefore, when approached by an enemy willing to surrender
under favourable conditions, or proposing a pact that might seem expedient or as
forwarding their main goal, it seems that the crusaders’ problem was not so much
one of overcoming religious or ideological qualms but one of language – cultural
language. The main difficulty was to find a mechanism acceptable to both cultures
to ensure that both sides would trust and keep an agreement. Not just military,
the Muslim–Christian encounter has been rightly defined as one of negotiating
cultures.19 It is the story of these negotiations, in sharp contrast to their hostile
ideology, which I seek to tell here.

The starting point for consideration of the details of the peacemaking processes
is naturally the agreements themselves, their number, dates and terms. Using
mainly Arabic sources, Taeko Nakamura charted a list of seventy-two treaties
between 1097 and 1145, a period in which the Franks were dominant, ending
with their first serious territorial loss, the fall of Edessa.20 More recently, my
student Shmuel Nussbaum examined the Latin and French sources in addition
and arrived at a table of 109 treaties in the 1097 to 1291 period.21 Although there
is a large degree of overlap, by combining both tables and consulting the sources,
I arrived at an approximate total of 120 treaties over the two-century period, but
with negotiations failing in 11 cases, the final total is 109. The calculation is
problematic, because treaties were often renewed and thus the same treaty is
counted twice; on the other hand, sometimes negotiations failed and did not in
fact end in agreement, although the sources may describe the stages as if they were
part of a treaty. But even if the number of treaties is not sufficiently exact for
statistical analysis, it suffices for a general impression of the balance of power and
to prove that, notwithstanding ideologies of crusade and jihad, treaties were a
regular phenomenon in the Latin East. Figure 10.1 shows the balance of power
that emerges from comparison of the percentage of initiatives for peace as
described in the literary sources, based on Nussbaum’s findings.

Y V O N N E  F R I E D M A N

232



1098–1124
During the first two decades of the principality of Antioch’s history (1098–1128)
the Muslim powers were forced to cultivate a generally submissive and conciliatory
relationship with the Franks. The treaties reached included clauses setting tribute
payments to the Christians and were, according to Thomas Asbridge, built on the
eleventh-century Iberian precedent of the so-called Taifa states and their tributary
status, known to at least some of the crusaders.22 For the Muslim side, this
situation was familiar from its relations with the Byzantine Empire. Asbridge sees
the difference in willingness to make peace not just as one of political power, but
of general outlook:

It is worth noting that the Latins of Antioch did not share their neigh-
bours’ willingness to negotiate or purchase peace in times of crisis. When
the principality faced disaster in 1105 or 1119, the Franks did not appear
to have even tried to negotiate, relying instead upon military force,
risking battle even when they lacked resources and manpower.23
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But when the Muslim side showed willingness to submit to crusader rule, this was
usually accepted, notwithstanding the ideal of total war. As the balance of power
during the first decade of the Latin kingdom and the Syrian principalities was
usually in favour of the Franks, treaties, both of tribute and condominium, were
signed and implemented.

Thus, during this period of overwhelming crusader superiority over the Muslim
principalities, we find a minority of Frankish requests for agreements with the
Muslims, only 15 per cent of a total of 33 requests attested in the literature, as
opposed to Muslim initiation of 46 per cent of the agreements.24

1127–92

With the unification of Syria under Zengi, Nur al-Din and Saladin, the religious
slogan of jihad was used as a power-enhancing mechanism to forward their
political aims. The gradual unification of Muslim territories, the fall of Edessa in
1144, and the ascendancy of jihad have been identified as points of decline on the
Christian side.25 This period saw a shift in the balance of power from crusader
superiority until its great defeat at Hattin. The Franks now had to learn to accept
that the shoe could be on the other foot. By then, though, a process of accul-
turation had taught them to accept elements of Eastern usage, and, when
necessary, to ask for peace. It is, however, illuminating to note William of Tyre’s
negative reaction to the signing of a treaty placing them on an equal footing with
their adversary, Saladin, in 1180, seven years before the great disaster at the Battle
of Hattin: ‘The conditions were somewhat humiliating to us, for the truce was
concluded on equal terms, with no reservations of importance on our part, a thing
which is said never to have happened before.’26

The Frankish historian and diplomat thought it permissible to make peace only
when the Franks were the victors and found a status of equality humiliating.
However, it seems inconceivable that the Franks had never been in a situation of
equality, not to mention inferiority, before 1180. That such a shift in diplomatic
balance is documented only at a rather late date may stem from the Muslim side’s
ideological preference for demonstrating its need for a truce even when it was in
fact not the weaker party. At the time Saladin’s propagandists depicted him as a
leader who was pursuing jihad and was not making truces from a position of
weakness; their explanation was that in this case he had economic motivations for
agreeing to a truce. The historian and diplomat William of Tyre saw this shift in
diplomatic protocol as a watershed, as marking a new period.

During this period, enhanced Muslim military strength, due to unification under
the leadership of Zengi, Nur al-Din and Saladin, is reflected in a reduction of the
number of Muslim-initiated requests for agreements from 46 per cent in the
previous period to 35 per cent.27 Note, however, that Saladin in fact fought more
intra-Muslim wars to enhance his own rule in Egypt and Syria than jihad against
the Franks, and it was his great victories at Hattin and Jerusalem that enabled his
propagandists to paint him as the ideal Muslim ruler fighting only for the faith.28
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1193–1250

For the third period, during which the Franks ruled the coastal region and the
Muslims ruled the internal region of the Holy Land, the balance of power was
largely determined by shifts in internal Ayyubid politics and crusader attempts at
incursion on Ayyubid lands, strengthened by crusades from the West.29 The tiny
crusader kingdom did occasionally succeed in obtaining additional territory by
treaty (especially from 1129 to 1144), but modern historians usually depict them
as clearly inferior to the Ayyubids. The balanced number of peace-agreement-
initiating requests seems to point to military parity,30 or a balance of diplomatic
power that enabled the Franks to appear stronger than they were in reality. In
general, both this and the preceding period were characterized by a relatively even
number of ceasefire initiatives.

1252–90

During the period of the Mamluk sultanate, when the Muslims achieved
ascendancy, and before the final defeat of the Latin kingdom, we find cynical use
of agreements to push the Franks out of the Latin East. The overriding con-
sideration was what would bring greater benefit: war or peace? Note, however,
that the religious definition of muhadana made designation of practical needs an
integral part of treaty formulation. The Muslim leader, even when he was the
stronger party, would explicitly state the necessity that permitted him to seek
peace, a convention the triumphant Baybars included in his treaties. During
Baybars’ reign, when the Franks had to ask for peace time and again and were
granted at most an unstable ceasefire, the diplomatic tone emphasized the inferior
status of the Franks both in terms of territory and in terms of initiating and paying
for the ceasefire. But even then it was necessary to mention the fidah – the return
of captives by the Franks – because exchange or ransoming of captives was one of
the legally accepted pretexts to end war.31 This period saw the highest proportion
of Frankish-initiated requests for ceasefires: 77 per cent of a total of 26 requests.32

This periodization of the two-century-long series of negotiations between
Muslims and Franks is naturally arbitrary. In his book on crusader castles, which
focuses on military encounters, Ronnie Ellenblum suggests a different scheme.
Based on the frequency of hostilities, he divides the twelfth century into three
stages: 1099–1115, 1116–67 and 1168–87.33 He sees the second period as one
of Frankish military superiority over their Muslim neighbours, and accordingly as
a period of relative security for the Franks. His third period includes the
unification of Muslim forces under Nur al-Din and Saladin and the subsequent
deterioration in Frankish security and, following William of Tyre, 1180–7 is
considered a sub-period, one of constant pressure by Saladin on the Franks until
their defeat at Hattin.34 Taking the treaties and peace negotiations as the criterion
for periodization, one arrives at comparable but not similar results. As we have
seen, William of Tyre, who was contemporary to the treaty of 1180 and well aware
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of the military pressure Ellenblum sees as a watershed, still found equality in treaty
negotiations to be novel and humiliating. He could not prophesy the fall at
Hattin, but still ended his book on a gloomy note, expressing fear for the future.35

He clearly did not see the 1167–80 period as one of inferior Frankish status.
But whatever scheme one adopts, the data clearly demonstrate a correlation

between military–political shifts in the balance of power and requests for ceasefires
with the underdog generally seeking cessation of hostilities. Whereas the first and
last periods’ results are as expected, the state of near equilibrium characterizing
the two middle periods does not seem to fit the modern evaluation of the balance
of power. With hindsight, the second period is usually seen as one of sharp decline
on the Frankish side, and the third period as one of clear Muslim supremacy.
Apparently, in contemporary eyes, the picture was different or perhaps was
portrayed differently for religious or ideological reasons. Because Muslim ideology
accepted a truce only when absolutely necessary,36 the Muslims employed formal
wording that placed them as the underdog long after they were in fact equal to,
or even stronger than, the Franks. This might explain the discrepancy between the
balance of power in the second half of the twelfth century as perceived by modern
historians and as reflected by William of Tyre and statistical analysis.

The political significance of who initiates the request for peace negotiations is
emphasized by Baha al-Din’s description of the negotiations between Richard 
the Lionheart and Saladin’s representatives in 1192. According to the chronicler,
the Muslim mediator al-Adil made a point of noting: ‘We did not make any
request of you. It was you who asked us,’37 thereby marking the inferiority of the
Latin side.

Comparison of the treaties over the whole period points to some changes in the
way agreements were reached over the course of the two-century period of
coexistence. If initial contacts were characterized by oral agreements between the
sides regarding surrender or lifting of a siege for monetary recompense, often
emphasizing the gestures involved, towards the end of the period we find the sides
drawing up formal written agreements, with fixed clauses defining the obligations
assumed by each. As written treaties are sometimes mentioned during the earlier
period too, they must have existed, even if they have not survived. But, more
plausibly, the extant treaties from the thirteenth century prove that by then a mutual
language had been agreed and a common diplomatic protocol had emerged.38

Analysis of the treaties mentioned in literary sources also enables elicitation of
the underlying reasons for initiation of ceasefire agreements, revealing that military
issues were most prevalent. Other factors promoting Muslim–Frankish agree-
ments were: the need for military cooperation in the face of some common
enemy;39 renewal of expired agreements; economic or internal difficulties, such as
lack of rainfall, the low level of the Nile, or the weakening of the regime by
opposition forces; or, simply, the realization that no advantage would ensue from
further conflict.40 Not surprisingly, a greater number of treaties is attested both
for periods in which one side showed marked superiority and for periods of
intensive warfare, making the renewal or signing of treaties a necessity.

Y V O N N E  F R I E D M A N

236



Muslim willingness to enter into agreements was largely conditioned by the
pragmatic or political needs of the rulers. In the early period, individual leaders 
of the local principalities acted in their own best interests, as seen from what
reportedly motivated Shams al-Khilafa, the governor of Ascalon, who made a
truce with Baldwin I in 1111: his being ‘more desirous of trading than of fighting
and inclined to peaceful and friendly relations and the securing of the safety of
travellers’.41 But whereas in Muslim sources this was viewed as a valid and even
honourable pretext, William of Tyre felt that ceasing fighting for economic
reasons indicated greed, and he castigated Amalric for his readiness to negotiate
a treaty after the conquest of Bilbeis in 1169 because of the large tribute the
Egyptians offered.42 However, this does not mean that the chronicler was unaware
of the economic advantages of peace. In another famous diatribe William
lamented the end of peace with Egypt:

From a quiet state of peace [quieto et tranquillo penitus status] into what
turbulent and anxious condition has an immoderate desire for posses-
sions plunged us! All the resources of Egypt and its immense wealth
served our needs; the frontiers of our realm were safe on that side; there
was no enemy to be feared on the south. The sea afforded a safe and
peaceful passage to those wishing to come to us. Our people could enter
the territories of Egypt without fear and carry on commerce and trade
under advantageous conditions. On their part, the Egyptians brought to
the realm foreign riches and strange commodities unknown to us, were
at once an advantage and an honour to us.43

Although William admitted that peace had its sunnier sides, for him war was the
honourable task of a chivalrous, fighting society. Nonetheless, even these fighting
societies engaged in peaceful contacts, as we have seen. Notwithstanding the use
of jihad to forward political aims under Zengi, Nur al-Din and Saladin, the
Ayyubid period (the third period in Figure 10.1) saw many peaceful contacts with
the Franks. 44 During the Mamluk period, however, we witness almost cynical use
of agreements to push the Franks out of the Latin East. Although we have charted
the shifting balance of power and changed historical circumstances in the Latin
East as underlying the conventions of treaty-making, note that initiating negotia-
tions is not always a clear-cut sign of objective military inferiority on the local
scene, and that the global political situation, the real reason behind a diplomatic
move, sometimes receives no mention in the treaty itself.

Thus, for example, as Kedar has recently shown,45 Ayyubid willingness to
extend the treaty with the Latin kingdom in 1204 and to cede Kafr Kanna and
Nazareth to the Franks did not stem from the balance of power in the Holy Land
itself, but rather from the rumours that had reached the East about the prepara-
tions for the Fourth Crusade in the West. It may well have seemed expedient for
the Muslim side to make concessions to the Franks in order to prolong the
ceasefire; concessions which perhaps later proved unnecessary.46 Thus the Fourth

P E A C E M A K I N G

237



Crusade impacted on the balance of power in the Holy Land even though most
of its crusaders never landed in Acre.47

Similarly, Ibn Wasil’s explanation that the Egyptian sultan al-Kamil had to cede
Jerusalem to Christian rule in 1229 because he had promised it to Frederick II
perhaps sounds like a shallow excuse for a move that seemed irrational to local
Muslims in light of the imbalance between Frederick’s small military presence (and
dwindling local backing) and Ayyubid resources.48 But to a Muslim leader, aware
of the danger of Khwarizmian intervention in Syria and the Holy Land, as well as
the still unstable division of the Ayyubid Empire between Saladin’s heirs, a treaty
with the greatest lay power in Christendom might not have seemed so out-
landish.49 The emperor’s naval superiority, grounded in the backing of the Sicilian
navy, was not apparent on the local scene, but it was evident to an Egypt-based
sultan who well remembered the Latin conquest of Damietta a decade earlier.50

The global balance of power may well have been the reason why the treaty, which
was condemned by both Christian and Muslim contemporary chroniclers because
of its religious connotations, was kept for its whole ten-year duration, despite the
criticism voiced in both camps.

To this point, we have looked at peacemaking efforts through the prism of the
shifting balance of power between the adversaries over the two-century period of
Holy War in the Latin East and the impact of economic and political factors, both
local and international. It remains to examine the verbal and nonverbal means the
parties to the conflict employed to bridge their cultural differences and reach
agreements.

Diplomacy

Note, at the outset, the differing conceptions in the Muslim and Christian camps.
For the Muslims, negotiations were usually carried out by sending delegates to
the enemy camp. For the Christians, the accepted mode of negotiating peace often
took place at the highest levels, between the leaders themselves.51 The need to
overcome the cultural gap between the parties enhanced the culture-bridging 
role played by diplomats, and the emergence of a class of diplomats with special
privileges and safeguards comprises an important aspect of peacemaking in the
Latin East. From the first encounters between the enemies, and until their con-
clusion, emissaries played a prominent part in preventing hostilities and achieving
agreements. The initiation of negotiations by sending delegates to the enemy
camp presupposed a state of immunity, like the Muslim aman. This safe-conduct
was essential, and although it could often be a risky business to bring tidings or
offers to the other side, the envoys usually returned to their own camp unscathed.
In the initial stages of drawing up an agreement, emissaries from each side
engaged in preparatory talks, whose outcome often depended on their talents. In
this case, too, there existed longstanding traditions of polyglot, skilled diplomats
passing between the Muslim and Christian camps, some of them former captives,
who learned the language and mores of the antagonist while in captivity; these
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could be either Christians or Muslims, depending on the circumstances. In the
East emissaries were usually chosen from among persons with connections to the
ruling elite, at times even members of the royal family. Thus the mediator became
a kind of hostage, protected by the safe-conduct granted by the enemy and the
assumption that the monarch who dispatched him would consider any injury to
him a great loss. Therefore, by its very nature, engaging in a diplomatic mission
was indirectly a sign of trust in the enemy who was being approached.

Moreover, the emissary’s rank also played a role in negotiations. Sending
someone of high rank was a sign of honour; whereas sending somebody of lower
rank could be seen as an insult. Perhaps the crusaders in Antioch thought Peter
the Hermit a suitable envoy to Kerbogha of Mosul, who was laying siege to the
city in 1098, along with the addition of Herluin as a translator. But a shabby
hermit did not fit the other party’s expectations. Notwithstanding Peter’s report
to the army that he had offered Kerbogha the option of converting to Christianity,
which sounds very doubtful, his appearance alone was probably enough to
persuade Kerbogha to refuse any offer.52 Perhaps his real mission was to suggest
a trial by battle with twenty soldiers instead of a total war, or to discuss possible
surrender, but it seems in this case that the cultural, rather than the linguistic, gap
was the problem.53 Not surprisingly, the mission failed.

When Shirkuh, Saladin’s uncle, wanted to use his captive, Hugh of Caesarea,
as a diplomat to Amalric, he described the prerequisites for a mediator:

You are a great prince of high rank [nobilis] and much influence
[clarissimus] among your own people, nor is there any one of your barons
to whom, if free choice were offered me, I would prefer to communicate
this secret of mine and make my confidant . . . you are a man of high rank
[homo nobilis es], as I have said, dear to the king and influential in both
word and deed, be the mediator of peace between us.54

This flattering description was reported by Hugh himself, who was worried that
as a former captive his own people might be suspicious that he ‘was more
interested in obtaining his own liberty than concerned for the public welfare’. He
therefore preferred that another captive, Arnulf of Turbessel, take this task upon
himself; however, Hugh joined him for the later stages of negotiations and ‘put
the final touches’ to the treaty.55

As one function of the diplomat could also be to identify potential weaknesses
in the opposing side during his mission, astuteness in spying out trends in the
enemy camp played a role in his selection. Prominent diplomats like Saladin’s
brother al-Adil (Saphadin in Western sources) and the qadi Fahr-a-Din, who
negotiated with Frederick II on behalf of al-Kamil, cultivated friendly relationships
with the opposing side. A diplomat’s political judgement was taken into account,
and his influence certainly surpassed that of a simple message bearer. Polyglot
abilities were an advantage, but not a prerequisite. The envoy’s status and
diplomatic skill and knowledge counted for more.
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A well-known instance of the extent to which diplomats could influence the
pact-making process is the part played by al-Adil, Hubert Walter, Bishop of
Salisbury, and Henry of Champagne (Richard’s relative) in the negotiations
between Saladin and Richard I in August 1192. We may well disregard the tearful
speech of love and admiration attributed to al-Adil by Richard of Devizes, as well
as his chronology, but his description of the secret agreement reached without the
sick king’s knowledge rings true in having al-Adil promise, ‘I shall arrange with
my brother either for a perpetual peace for you, or at the least for a firm and lasting
truce.’56 The king’s sudden recovery placed his ministers in a shaky position, as
they had already arranged the treaty terms with al-Adil. Unaware of this agree-
ment, Richard tried to organize an offensive while Hubert Walter and Count
Henry did their best to sabotage mobilization of the army.57 When failure made
the king willing to negotiate, this provided the opening the negotiators needed.
To their surprise, or so they claimed, they found that al-Adil, who was supposed
to be in Jerusalem with Saladin, was in fact near by. Instructed by his colleagues
on how to speak to Richard, al-Adil obtained a temporary truce ratified by the
giving of hands and returned to his brother to arrange his part of the plot.

Baha al-Din’s description of the same encounter proves that al-Adil’s sudden
appearance was no chance occurrence; he was in fact waiting to be summoned.
The Itinerarium peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi knows nothing of the
devious part played by the mediators but agrees that the truce initiative came from
the crusader side and that the king was presented with a written document of a
truce obtained by al-Adil: ‘The terms were recorded in writing and read out to
King Richard, who approved them’, presented there as the best terms for which
Richard could have hoped.58

The important role of the diplomats finds corroboration in Baha al-Din’s
detailed record of the same events. He noted that Richard was presented with a
written draft of the truce as a fait accompli and referred the finishing touches,
including some cardinal terms, to Henry and ‘the others’.59 Baha al-Din mentions
that there was a delay in the oath-taking ceremony, attributed to the fact that the
Christians ‘do not take an oath after eating’, and that they had already eaten that
day. This too may have been the diplomats’ invention and a way of gaining time
to convince Richard. The mediators were apparently successful in setting inter-
national policy behind the backs of the rulers who had sent them to negotiate in
their name. Thus the messengers who were only supposed to go between the
camps grew in importance and became independent policy-makers, using the
power bestowed by their connections with the other side.

According to Baha al-Din, Richard had suggested a personal meeting with
Saladin to discuss peace terms back in November 1191. Saladin refused, making
the counter-proposal that he and Richard should send envoys instead. Although
his explanation that it was unseemly for kings to fight after having met, and that
the terms ought to be settled by interpreters and messengers before such a
meeting could take place, may have been a prevarication to gain time, it also
exemplifies the above-mentioned difference in the diplomatic traditions of the two
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sides.60 Richard met Philip August for direct negotiations and treaty-making at
Messina in March 1191,61 and a similar meeting took place between Gaillon and
Le Vaudreuil in January 1196.62 Messengers were not unknown in the West but,
apparently, relying on a long tradition of inter-religious diplomacy, the role of
diplomats was more prominent in the East. In fact, Richard and Saladin never met
except on the battlefield as commanders who did not really meet face-to-face, and
it was their diplomats who finally made the treaty between them. Illustrations
showing them fighting a duel belong to the realm of myth, not history.63

Gestures of conciliation

Another noteworthy aspect of the peacemaking encounters between enemies in
the Latin East belongs to the nonverbal realm – gesture and ceremony. Some
historians attribute the importance of gestures in the Middle Ages to the weakness
of literacy in medieval societies. On the one hand, medieval culture greatly
emphasized writing and reading because they were rare and used to spread
Scripture; on the other, gestures publicly transmitted political and religious power
and endowed legal actions with a living image. Gestures bound together human
wills and bodies.64 This was true for both societies, but the encounter between
them emphasized the need for gestures that could be immediately understood and
seen by all. In its stress on visual images through television and the internet,
modern culture may be closer to the medieval perception of the importance of
body language and political rituals than former generations.65 Set conventions and
conciliatory gestures were part of the cultural mechanisms that facilitated peace-
making, or prevented it in the cases where gestures were misunderstood by one
of the sides. For effective, fruitful negotiations, a common cultural language had
to be found. Some of these gestures of conciliation were learned by acculturation
and became a common language; others remained specific to one of the sides and
were never transmitted, whereas some were imposed on one side by the other,
thus becoming part of the language of power.

Potentially, there could be several stages of peacemaking, each accompanied by
its characteristic gestures. Thus, the capitulation of a city was signified by flying
the conqueror’s banner. This gesture occurred in the early encounters between
the enemies and was presumably known to both sides. But how did the losing side
obtain the banner? This presupposes the holding of some negotiations at an earlier
time. These negotiations are usually not spelled out in the chroniclers’ descrip-
tions, perhaps because they were often carried out secretly, whereas the official
submission had to be done publicly, for all to see. Nor did the problems end there.
As each military leader had his own banner, it was important to know whose
banner to fly in order to avoid becoming the victim of internal rifts in the victors’
camp. Thus the anonymous Gesta Francorum claims that both Raymond of St
Giles’s and Bohemond’s banners were flown at Antioch.66 At Tarsus the rivalry
between Tancred and Baldwin over the city’s capitulation, which surrendered by
flying Tancred’s banner in 1097, ended in bloodshed.67 And in August 1099
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crusader rivalry at the siege of Ascalon saved the city from surrender. Richard the
Lionheart’s tactless behaviour in flying his banner at Acre after its surrender did
not alter the city’s fate, but marred his relations with his partners during and after
the Third Crusade.68 William of Tyre mentions signs given by the inhabitants of
a conquered city spelling out their willingness to convert, but he does not explain
what those signs were.69

Another self-explanatory gesture understood by both sides was presenting the
victor with the key to the city. This is shown in illustrations such as that in the
fourteenth-century Grandes chroniques de France, where the surrender of Acre to
Philip Augustus and Richard I of England in 1191 is depicted by the offering of
a disproportionately large key to the monarchs.70 Muslim sources recognized a
similar significance in the transfer of keys. The chronicler al-Yunini (1242–1326)
described the capitulation of Crac des Chevaliers to Baybars in 1271: ‘when Hisn
al-Akrad [Crac des Chevaliers] was captured, the lord of Antartus (which
belonged to the Templars) wrote to al-Malik al-Zahir [Baybars] to request the
making of a truce and sent to him its keys’.71 This was a symbolic gesture, as the
lack of keys did not usually prevent the victorious army from entering the city.
The letter to Baybars presumably included the request for a truce and its proposed
terms, but the keys were the gesture of surrender.

The long list of cities that entered into treaties with the crusaders during the
first years of their rule in the Levant, paying tribute and often retaining their
former leaders as dependants of the new ruler, presupposes the holding of
negotiations about which most chroniclers remain silent. It seems logical to
assume that the vanquished side presented terms of capitulation, both because this
was the usual practice in the East before the crusaders’ arrival, and because it
would be easier for the victorious crusaders just to accept the favourable terms
that had been suggested than to negotiate in line with terms unknown in the
East.72 That perhaps explains the continuation of Eastern practices between the
victor and the vanquished in the East, such as tribute, gifts and the like.

Just as we do not know exactly how the actual fighting on the battlefield ended,
except in cases where the enemy was butchered to total extinction, it is not entirely
clear what signalled a ceasefire. Elsewhere, I have shown that by 1150 there existed
a gesture apparently known to both sides, namely the laying down of arms and
clasping the hands, first on one side, then on the other. This is not the same as
the modern gesture of capitulation by raising both hands, which signifies inferi-
ority and even humiliation, albeit both gestures share the laying down of weapons
as a first step. As opposed to the modern gesture, William of Tyre views the
medieval gesture as showing reverence between military leaders and signalling a
willingness to stop fighting, but not humiliation.73 In 1150 the protagonists knew
each other beforehand from earlier diplomatic missions and the gesture served as
the sign to end fighting and start negotiating. Other Eastern gestures were
ineffectual when dealing with a Western Christian army. Thus, at the Battle of
Ascalon, the vanquished Egyptians ‘threw themselves flat on the ground, not
daring to stand against us, so our men slaughtered them as one slaughters beasts
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in a shambles’.74 Neither this gesture nor grasping the victor’s leg to beg for mercy
evoked any pity in crusader hearts, and the chroniclers make no apologies for
killing the vanquished enemy.75 At the Battle of Dorylaeum (July 1097) the
Christian women employed a different gesture of surrender (women were not
supposed to be on the battlefield but, during the First Crusade at least, the
difference between soldiers and noncombatants was blurred):

Stunned and terrified by the cruelty of the most hideous killings, girls
who were delicate and very nobly born were hastening to get themselves
dressed up, they were offering themselves to the Turks so that at least,
roused and appeased by love of their beautiful appearance, the Turks
might learn to pity their prisoners.76

In contrast, the crusaders prided themselves on killing, but not raping, enemy
women: ‘In regard to the women found in the tents of the foe [Antioch 1098],
the Franks did them no evil but drove lances into their bellies.’77 The Muslim
chronicler Imad al-Din al-Isfahâni clearly saw the conquest of women as part of
victory and did not spare the reader any descriptive details of their fate.78 In this
case, as in many others, the enemies had distinct cultural languages of war and
peace; the vanquished had to learn the nuances of the other’s nonverbal language
quickly in order to save their lives.

The conclusion of the actual battle was followed by the stage of initiating
negotiations. One gesture involved was that of bowing. Bowing before the ruler is
a liminal gesture: a means of introduction that bridges the gap of the unknown at
a first meeting between sides.79 The lower the bow, the greater the humility
shown. Koziol classifies bowing as a ‘natural’ gesture and therefore familiar to
both sides:

To place oneself beneath another person is clearly a sign of inferiority.
Indeed this meaning is so widespread among social mammals that one
wonders if it does not have some common source, perhaps in their
perception of space or in the reinforcement of dependent, infantile
behavior. Nevertheless, the kind of inferiority a prostration represents is
not inherent in the physical act. Still less does the act convey any infor-
mation about the world. They are explained in the cultural framework
through their analogies with similar liturgical gestures (as one knelt
before God or saints).80

The only exception to this ranking according to height was the seated ruler: by
standing before him, the messengers or captives showed deference, and the ruler’s
immobility was a sign of his exalted position even though the standing petitioner
was higher.

As Koziol has shown in detail for the West, there was a difference between a
slight bow, kneeling on one knee or two, and the full-length prostration of a rebel
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seeking pardon. We have already seen that, as a gesture of surrender asking for
one’s life to be spared, this gesture was not effective during the First Crusade. In
the East, the usual procedures for initiating treaty-making included bowing,
kneeling and the bringing of gifts, generally performed not by the ruler himself,
but by proxy, via his messenger. A messenger sent to the Byzantine court or the
court of the Abbasid caliph was expected to kiss the ground in front of the ruler
and to bow and kneel.81

The bowing gestures in both Christianity and Islam originated in the religious
sphere and were part of prayer ritual. This has been amply illustrated in the
detailed prayer gestures in the West.82 The religious connotations of prostration
were problematic for the Muslims, as sujud – the full-fledged proskynesis before a
person – is forbidden, as it is supposed to be restricted exclusively to the religious
sphere. Bowing is therefore misused when performed before anyone other than
God, even more so in this case of bowing not just before a human being, but an
infidel.83 Nevertheless, the Byzantine diplomatic protocol insisted on this gesture,
so when the Franks and locals met in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, this
gesture was well known and understood by both sides.

The above-mentioned difference in height could become part of a power play,
as in the case of Muhyi al-Din Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir (1223–93), the head of the royal
chancery under Baybars and Qalawun, and a court biographer, who described his
part as a diplomat sent to ratify Baybars’ treaty with the Latin kingdom in 1268:

I was an ambassador together with the Amir Kamal al-Din b. Shith to
take the king’s oath . . . We entered Acre on 24 Shawwal [7 July 1268]
and were received by a numerous gathering. The sultan had instructed
us not to demean ourselves before [the king] in sitting or speech. When
we entered to him, we saw him sitting enthroned together with the
Masters [of the orders] and we would not take our seat until a throne
was placed for us opposite him.84

To this point, many of the gestures of conciliation belong to the sphere of natural
human behaviour and, as we have seen, some of its aspects, like gestures of
humiliation and issues of height, have universal meaning. But other gestures were
certainly culture-specific, and we must inquire how the parties to the conflict
learned what they signified to the other side.

This is the case for gifts, which were part of the trust-building, deferential steps
taken by the parties to negotiations. There was, however, a cultural difference
between East and West. In the East bringing gifts was a primary gesture necessary
to open negotiations. In one of the Old French manuscripts of William of Tyre’s
history there is an illustration showing the satraps of the northern principalities
extending their gifts of gold, horses and expensive clothes to Baldwin I, who
receives them sitting on his throne.85 The incident depicted is typical of this kind
of opening gesture. But even when the Muslim side had the upper hand, it still
saw gift-giving as a preliminary stage of negotiations. Thus the messengers
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Baybars sent to Acre, who were instructed to behave insultingly to the Frankish
ruler, as we saw above,86 were still dispatched with the gift of twenty of the
prisoners of Antioch, priests and monks.87 When Baybars laid siege to Safed in
1266 he sent the Templars gifts to initiate negotiations for their surrender ‘after
the custom of the Saracens’. When they refused the gifts and catapulted them back
by mangonel, this infuriated Baybars. After conquering the castle he executed all
the Templars even though he had previously promised them safe-conduct.88

In the West, on the other hand, gifts marked the culmination of the agreement-
reaching process, and usually signified the hierarchical relationship between the
parties: the more prominent side gave a gift to the lesser, thereby signifying its
dependent status. Not to accept was tantamount to effrontery, if not a declaration
of war.

Following Marcel Mauss, Essai sur le don,89 anthropologists emphasize the need
for reciprocity in gift-giving. As it creates some sort of obligation on the part of
the recipient, it is sometimes a dubious blessing. In the words of Arnoud-Jan A.
Bijsterveld:

Gift exchange is defined as a transaction to create, maintain or restore
relations between individuals or groups of people. The reciprocity is an
essential element of this exchange. A gift has the capacity to create those
relationships, because the initial gift obliges the recipient to return some
other gift in the future. Because of the counter-gift, gift-giving is not
restricted to one occasion: do ut des, it is an episode in a continuous social
relationship. Gifts and counter-gifts, landed property, money, objects,
brides and oblates act as a means of social integration.90

If we have seen that, in the encounter between enemies, gift-giving can work to
initiate talks or to seal a mutual obligation, according to cultural background,
Richard the Lionheart exemplifies what I see as a process of acculturation. When
al-Adil initiated peace negotiations by sending Richard ‘seven valuable camels and
an excellent tent’, Richard was severely criticized for accepting these gifts.91 Later,
when Richard wanted to initiate talks with Saladin, he sent him two falcons,
specifying what he would like in return, although it is not clear if these were really
meant as a gift or as a pretext to spy on the enemy.92

The falcon, a hunting bird, was in and of itself a symbol of peace, as hunting
was the favourite pastime of non-belligerent warriors among both the Eastern and
Western nobility. Hunting – the use of arms outside the battlefield – symbolized
peaceful encounters, somewhat similar to modern sport. This is illustrated, for
example, by the Bayeux tapestry, where a herald rides with a falcon on his shoulder
to prove his peaceful intentions.93 Usamah Ibn Munqidh’s colourful descrip-
tion of the two rivals Amir Muin-al-Din and Fulk, King of Jerusalem, hunting
together conveys the same meaning.94 Thus, if in fact carried out, Richard’s
gesture, which is not mentioned by the Latin sources, had dual layers of meaning.
It is interesting to note that Baha al-Din claims that the gift was accepted only on
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the explicit condition that Richard accept a comparable present.95 At the same
time al-Adil made a point of emphasizing that the initiative had come from the
English king; in other words, by Oriental standards, he was the weaker party. The
gift of a falcon as part of a peace treaty is further illustrated by a Western
illumination to William of Tyre’s chronicle showing the Hungarian king returning
the hostages to Godfrey of Bouillon. The two leaders clasp right hands and a
falcon sits on the Hungarian king’s arm, this hunting bird being a gift to seal the
agreement.96 The importance of gifts in the Eastern tradition of negotiations is
further illuminated by the Kitab al-Hadaya wa al-Tuhaf (The Book of Gifts and
Rarities), apparently compiled a generation before the First Crusade.97 Gifts
presented to Muslim rulers are carefully described, valued and detailed; there was
evidently a special treasury where royal, diplomatic gifts were kept and registered.

Another example of mutual acculturation comes from the gesture of giving the
right hand. Comparison of two treaties, one from 1098 – between the ruler of
Azaz and Godfrey of Bouillon – and the other from 1167 – between the Caliph
of Egypt and a Frankish emissary – shows a process of mutual acculturation,
exemplified by the employment of the Western ceremony of extending the right
hand and the Eastern use of gifts. Both cases reflect cultural mediation via outside
intervention. In the earlier treaty, a captive Christian wife of the Muslim ruler
teaches him Western mores. She instructs him to give Godfrey his right hand
rather than to use his preferred Eastern method of messengers bearing gifts, a
gesture that did not inspire trust on Godfrey’s part. Later Western sources
describe Godfrey, as the victorious party, giving gifts as a sign of lordship and
supremacy. In the second treaty, the diplomat Hugh of Caesarea forces the caliph
to extend his bare hand, contrary to his usage:

‘Therefore, unless you offer your bare hand [my emphasis] we shall be
obliged to think that, on your part, there is some reservation or lack of
sincerity.’ Finally, with extreme unwillingness, as if it detracted from his
majesty, yet with a slight smile, which greatly aggrieved the Egyptians,
he put his uncovered hand into that of Hugh. He repeated, almost
syllable by syllable, the words of Hugh as he dictated the formula of the
treaty and swore that he would keep the stipulations thereof in good
faith, without fraud or evil intent.98

The treaty clauses were important, but for the chronicler, William of Tyre,
imposing the gesture of giving his right hand was seen as a greater diplomatic
victory.

In September 1192, during the protracted negotiations between Richard the
Lionheart and Saladin, this basically Western usage for sealing a treaty is attributed
to both sides. Thus Baha al-Din claims that Richard, who was too sick to read the
draft of the treaty presented to him, said, ‘I have no strength to read this, but I
herewith make peace and here is my hand,’ while Saladin said to the Christian
envoys, ‘These are the limits of the land that will remain in your hands. If you can
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accept these terms, well and good. I give you my hand on it.’99 Thus, according
to the Muslim chronicler, this gesture had become part of the conventions of
treaty-making on both sides. Notwithstanding this ‘victory’ of Western mores of
peace gestures in the twelfth century, I think that careful comparison of the 
few surviving written treaties and earlier treaties in the West and in the East
demonstrates the greater influence of Eastern usage in the Latin East. Such a
comparison must, however, take into account the tendency of the victorious side
to impose its norms on the text and terms of agreement. For the period for which
written texts are extant, this was usually the Muslim party.100

A further source for the ceremonial aspects and nonverbal gestural language of
peacemaking encounters is pictorial evidence. One such source is Matthew Paris’
illustration of the treaty between Crac and Acre, in which both rulers meet, kneel,
extend their hands, and remove their helmets while their forces look on from a
distance.101 The scene clearly represents a Western image of peacemaking, whereas
Eastern illustrations of peacemaking emphasize gift-giving and a subservient
gesture of bowing, as with the scene depicting Baldwin I from the Old French
manuscript of William of Tyre’s history, described above. Similarly, the Leningrad
manuscript (1225–35) of the illustrated Maqamat al-Hariri has a characteristic
miniature where the hero of the tales, Abu Zaid, approaches a city governor in a
bent posture, arms raised in supplication.102

Another major mechanism of treaty-making that required familiarity with the
enemy was ratification by oath. The use of oaths as a way of ensuring a treaty
would be upheld necessitated some knowledge of the enemy’s religious tenets and
is thus in a way recognition of the other’s belief at the supreme moment of
distrust, when assurance was most needed. The texts of these oaths, extant for
some of the Mamluk treaties, include a detailed list of the religious beliefs that the
oath-taker is willing to abrogate should he fail to keep his promises, as well as a
self-imposed penance of thirty pilgrimages. Clearly based on local usage, it was
necessary to find a way to make an infidel’s oath valid. Only one of the extant
oaths cited requires swearing on the Gospels, which was the normal Western
procedure in oath-taking and belonged to the legal procedures of the Latin
kingdom. For the Christians, swearing by touching a relic or a holy book served
as a surety, as it made the saint a guarantor of the oath-taker’s good faith. But this
gesture of touching a holy object had no meaning for the Muslims, for whom the
verbal component of the oath was the main one. Even though Saladin and Richard
signed a written document described in detail by Baha al-Din,103 this was not
considered sufficient to ensure its endurance. The taking of oaths was an
important part of peacemaking, and probably more binding than the written
contract. Because both societies were religious, an oath ensuring the involvement
of what they saw as holy – be it their tenets of belief or their saints – was con-
sidered necessary.

But can we extrapolate from the detailed late thirteenth-century texts of oaths
to the earlier oaths taken by crusaders and Muslims? No earlier evidence exists for
the content of early twelfth-century oaths, but oath-taking on both sides is
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mentioned in the late twelfth century, during the Third Crusade. Joinville (1250),
however, describes the same kind of pre-formulated, written oaths as the late
Mamluk ones in relating how Louis IX refused to swear because he would never
agree to the clause inserted by renegades: ‘He should be as dishonoured as a
Christian who denies God and his law and in contempt of him, spits on his cross
and tramples it underfoot,’ and was only persuaded to change his mind by the
Patriarch of Jerusalem, who was tortured by the Muslims to this end and promised
to take the sin upon himself in addition.104 The emirs’ oath, which included the
clause, ‘they were to incur the same disgrace as a Saracen who has eaten pork’, was
checked by Nicole d’Acre, ‘a priest who knew their language, and assured him that
according to their law they could have devised no oaths that were stronger’.105

When there was a diplomatic will to compromise, a neutral form could be used, as
in the following example from a Latin document from Genoa, clearly translated
from Arabic: ‘In the name of God the Beneficent, the merciful. May God bless all
the Prophets and Have Peace upon them.’106 This general opening, clearly
formulated by a Muslim, could fit any prophets and all three monotheistic religions.
The formal language of the oaths, while being a tool to bridge the suspicion
between the sides, also made it necessary to learn the other side’s religious tenets.

Yet another realm of peacemaking involving gestures was the concluding stage
of negotiations. In the Christian setting, conflict resolution was achieved not only
by one side admitting the other’s supremacy; the sign of peace was an act of
friendly association – eating and drinking with the other party – and one
consequence was the return of the letter of diffidatio. When war was over, it was
over.107 Gestures of emotion were part and parcel of treaty-making and expected
of the protagonists. In the West public tears were taken as a sign of sincerity,108

but they would probably have been misunderstood in the case of a religious
adversary. In the thirteenth century King Alfonso el Sabio of Spain was able to
provide a format for peacemaking that included not only the formal treaty but its
accompanying gestures, especially the ‘kiss of peace’.109

Men sometimes agree to make peace with one another . . . know all
persons who see this instrument, that . . . So and So . . ., and . . . So and
So . . . have mutually agreed to keep peace with one another perpetually
with regard to the disagreements, disputes, grudges, and insults, of
which they have been guilty toward one another in word and in deed 
. . . And as a mark of the true love and concord which should be pre-
served between them, they kissed each other before me, notary public,
and the witnesses whose names are subscribed to this instrument, and
promised and agreed with one another that this peace and concord
should forever remain secure, and that they would do nothing against it,
or to contravene it, of themselves, or by anyone else either in word, deed
or advice, under a penalty of a thousand marks of silver; and whether the
penalty is paid or not, this peace and this agreement is to remain forever
enduring and valid.110
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Such a kiss had very little to do with emotions, but was an obligatory part of
signing an agreement in the West. The kiss of peace was not part of Muslim
cultural heritage, nor was it part of their gestural language. For the Muslims, any
physical contact with a ruler was a special privilege. Usually not granted to an
infidel mediator or envoy, the decision to grant it even to his co-religionists lay
with the ruler.111 Thus, it did not become part of the shared Muslim–Christian
repertoire of gestures in the Latin East.

This was also the case for another significant gesture in the East, the khil’a –
giving a garment or a horse invested with military meaning to a dependant to
signify the transfer of authority and as a special sign of honour – which dates back
to antiquity. This is illustrated by the biblical story of Esther, where Mordecai is
endowed with a horse that the king has ridden and a garment he has worn, with
a herald crying out before him: ‘This is what is done for the man whom the king
desires to honour!’112 This may well be an example of ancient Persian usage. 
It was clearly used in the medieval Islamic world, but not in the Western lay
community (although the investiture of clergy may retain something of this old
gesture).113 But it was not a gesture of peace in the medieval West. However, in
one of the first treaties between the crusaders and the local northern principalities,
Godfrey of Bouillon bestowed on Omar of Azaz a hauberk and a golden helmet.
From his perspective, this gesture was part of the feudal gesture of submission,
where the recipient proves his inferiority by giving an oath of fidelity and receiving
a present. For his part, Omar of Azaz probably accepted this ceremony as the
bestowing of authority through a military outfit. Thus, in this case, the misunder-
standing of the gesture’s meaning by the other side probably facilitated the treaty-
making and its accompanying ceremony. Three generations later, after a long
process of acculturation, Henry of Champagne asked Saladin to send him a
garment that he would wear although it was against Western usage. At this stage,
accepting the gift of a khil’a was understood by the Western side, but he was
certainly cognizant of deviating from his own mores.114

The final stage of signing a treaty was its public proclamation by a herald.
Witness Baha al-Din’s description of the proclamation of the treaty of 1192: ‘He
ordered the herald to proclaim in the encampments and in the markets, “Listen
all! Peace has been arranged. Any person from their lands who wishes to enter
ours may do so and any person from our lands who wishes to enter theirs may also
do so.”’115

The connection between trade and proclamation of peace was also described
by William of Tyre after the surrender of Alexandria and the agreement that both
Saladin and Amalric would leave Egypt in 1167:

Then the herald proclaimed to each cohort and to the public in general
that the fighting was at an end; a legal edict was also issued forbid-
ding further molestation of the Alexandrians. As soon as peace was
concluded, the people worn down by the hardship of the long-continued
siege issued forth rejoicing . . . There was now abundant food, and 
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the resumption of trade was granted . . . The Christians, for their part,
were no less eager to enter the city so long the object of their desires.
Wandering freely about the streets . . . they collected material from
which, on their return home, they might often weave stories for their
friends and refresh the minds of their listeners with agreeable converse.116

The joyous reaction to the proclamation of peace was an important gesture in the
West and part of the ceremony.117 In this case Saladin was ‘heralded by the blare
of trumpets, the sounds of drums and of every kind of musical instruments, he
advanced by bands of singing men . . . and crowds of shouting men at arms’. Noise
and music were elements of warfare, as is revealed in both verbal descriptions and
illustrations, but they were also part and parcel of the peace. The publicity was
apparently supposed to show popular joy at victory and for the achievement of
peace. It was indeed a performance, a staged arrangement of power.118

Thus, we have traced here the concepts of peace, the balance of power between
the sides and how this influenced peacemaking, and the rich gestures and
ceremony that accompanied Christian–Muslim negotiations for peace in the Latin
East. Ultimately, despite the changes in practical peacemaking during the two
centuries in the Latin East from oral agreements to more formal written ones, and
mutual acculturation regarding the formal terms and the nonverbal gestures
accompanying their implementation, peacemaking remained something that had
to be explained and for which apology was necessary. In the Latin East the
Christian side neither sought nor achieved its eschatological ideal of peace. From
the Muslim perspective, its victory at the end of two centuries of struggle meant
that peace had been attained.
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AFTERWORD

Bernard Hamilton

The states which were established in the Near East as a consequence of the First
Crusade remained, in part at least, in Western control for almost 200 years, far
longer than many of the colonies acquired by Western powers in the modern
period. This collection of essays examines some of the ways in which the Frankish
settlers and their Islamic and Eastern Christian subjects and neighbours influenced
each other.

During much, possibly most, of the time that they were in the East, the Franks
were not at war with the Islamic powers. Although both sides regarded peace with
unbelievers to be ideologically unsound, practical considerations often made it
necessary. Two of the essays in this book examine this paradox.

Yehoshu Frenkel demonstrates how slowly the Muslim rulers of Syria and Egypt
reacted to the crusading conquests by reviving the concept of jihad and how, even
after the Holy War had been promoted by Nur al-Din, it did not in any sense
receive unqualified support from the other Islamic powers in the Near East. For
much of the time political divisions within Islam took precedence over the
prosecution of the jihad, but there was also a desire on the part of many Muslim
rulers for peaceful coexistence with the Franks. This was perhaps inevitable
because much of the prosperity of Egypt in particular depended on peaceful trade
with Western Europe, conducted by the maritime cities of Italy, which had a
strong financial interest in the preservation of the crusader states, where they
enjoyed privileged status.

Similarly, on the Frankish side, ideology was often subordinated to practical
considerations. The Franks were willing to form alliances with some Muslim
powers from the early years of the twelfth century as part of their defence strategy.
They also wished to promote peaceful trade contacts with the neighbouring
Muslim powers, because this would ensure them the protection of the Italian
communes, which was essential because they had no navy of their own. But above
all the Frankish rulers wanted peace from incursions which damaged their
agricultural economy and disrupted the pilgrimage routes which were their
ideological raison d’être. Yvonne Friedman, in the final essay in this book, has
explained that although it was ideologically difficult for either side to agree to a
permanent peace, protocols were devised by which truces might be arranged
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between Franks and Muslims for limited periods. About 120 truces of this kind
were made between the Franks and Muslims between 1100 and 1291, roughly
one every eighteen months.

Yet, although arguably more time was spent at peace than at war, this did not
mean that either side could disarm. Truces were always fragile, so fortifications
had to be built, and warriors trained and armed. John France, in the opening essay
in this collection, which is a masterclass on warfare in the crusading period,
demonstrates very clearly how the terrain of the Near East and the tactics of
Islamic armies inevitably brought about important changes in Frankish military
practice, which had long-term effects on the art of war in Western Europe as well
as in the Near East. A particularly important development was the foundation of
the military orders, which produced a class of full-time professional soldiers,
hitherto virtually unknown in medieval Western Europe. He concludes his article
with an important caveat: both Christians and Muslims were capable of com-
mitting atrocities, such as the Christian massacre of the Muslims of Jerusalem in
1099 and Zengi’s massacre of the Latins of Edessa in 1144, but ‘while war was
savage it was never total’.

All these essays are concerned with the theme of interaction: what effect did
Near Eastern societies have on Frankish settlers and what effect did those settlers
have on the peoples among whom they lived and with whom they came in
contact? Religious differences were important in the case of relations between
Franks and Muslims. Sini Kangas examines some aspects of this conflict of faith.
Christianity and Islam had a great deal in common: both were monotheistic and
had almost identical traditions of early world history from Adam to Abraham.
Because of this similarity of beliefs, neither confession could dismiss the other’s
faith as completely false. Nevertheless, Christians, who believed that Jesus was the
incarnate Son of God, could not accept that God had given a different revelation
to Muhammad, and therefore rejected those parts of his teaching which did not
conform to that of Christ. Similarly, although Muslims taught that Jesus was a
prophet sent by God, they could not accept that God had given him a message
which differed significantly from that given to Muhammad. In the Islamic view,
all prophets brought men the same divine message, though it was given in
different languages and in different cultural contexts, and the message of Jesus
had been identical with that of Muhammad. It therefore followed that when the
Christian Scriptures gave a different account of the life and teachings of Jesus from
that contained in the Quran, such passages must be rejected as a corruption of the
truth introduced by Jesus’ followers. Consequently, both Christians and Muslims
tended to explain each other’s faith as an heretical version of their own: that is,
they regarded it as a corrupt version of a true religion, not as a completely false
religion. Common ground was found in the respect with which some people on
each side sometimes regarded each other’s conduct. For example, Frankish and
Islamic soldiers, at least among the officer class about whom we are best informed,
often had great respect for each other. Emperor Frederick II, who was also King
of Jerusalem, is said to have knighted Fakr al-Din, the envoy of Sultan al-Kamil,
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c.1227. Knighthood was an integral part of the Christian ethic of chivalry, but no
requirement was made of Fakr al-Din to change his faith: as a knight, he remained
a Muslim and, indeed, became commander of the Egyptian army at the time of
Louis IX’s crusade to Damietta in 1249. We know about him from Joinville’s
account of that campaign.

Although some intermarriage did take place between Franks and Muslims, such
relationships were lacking in parity: in the Frankish states a Muslim who married
a Christian had to become a Christian, and conversely in the neighbouring
Muslim states a Christian who married a Muslim had first to become a Muslim.
This did not promote cultural assimilation. No parallel barriers existed between
Western settlers, who were all Latin Christians, and indigenous Eastern Christians.
In this regard the Franks made no distinction between Syrian and Greek
Orthodox Christians who were in full communion with Rome, and members of
the separated Eastern Churches – the Armenians, Jacobites and Maronites –
whom the Western Church considered schismatic. This tolerance was, no doubt,
partly a matter of necessity because the first groups of Western settlers were
predominantly male. There must have been a high degree of intermarriage
between the Franks and indigenous Christians of all confessions, but in the case
of Frankish burgesses the evidence is largely inferential. The lives of the Frankish
nobility are better documented and the sources show that the majority of those
who married Eastern Christians chose Armenian wives and husbands. This was
particularly true, of course, among those living in the northern states of Antioch
and Edessa. The Armenians were the only Eastern Christians (apart from the
Maronites of Lebanon) who had a landed aristocracy, so such marriages were not
considered disparaging by the Frankish nobility. This phenomenon is examined
by Natasha Hodgson, who shows that such alliances were not without problems.
The Frankish lords wanted not only Armenian brides, but often their lands, and
this could lead to conflict. But such marriages could also cause problems to the
Franks, because the Armenian sons of mixed marriages could have claims to fiefs
in Frankish territories and, in the case of Prince Raymond Rupen of Cilicia in
1201, to the principality of Antioch, a claim which led to the long War of the
Antiochene Succession. But if intermarriage between Franks and Armenians did
not always lead to political harmony, it did sometimes facilitate cultural
assimilation. Thus Queen Melisende of Jerusalem, the daughter of Baldwin II and
his Armenian wife Morfia, was sympathetic to her mother’s Church, and it is surely
not a coincidence that the Armenian cathedral of St James in Jerusalem was built
by masons trained in the Western tradition very near to the royal palace.

The most important Christian power in the Eastern Mediterranean was the
Byzantine Empire. Urban II had preached the crusade in 1095 in response to an
appeal from Emperor Alexios I for Western mercenaries, and there seems little
doubt that the pope considered that the Seljuk Turks, who had occupied much
of Asia Minor after their victory at Manzikert in 1071, posed a potential threat to
Christendom as a whole. The last Muslim strongholds in Sicily had only been
taken by the pope’s Norman vassals in 1091 and the pope was unable to feel
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complacent about fresh Islamic advances in the Mediterranean world. Urban
succeeded in this aim: it is too often forgotten both by Western historians and 
by Byzantinists that the victories of the First Crusade in Anatolia enabled the
Comneni to recover Western Asia Minor, and that this in turn allowed Byzantium
to remain an important power in the twelfth century.

Two of the essays in this volume deal with the crusading movement and
Byzantium. Western opinion was very divided about the response of the Byzantines
to the crusade: some observers considered that although the Byzantines had
derived considerable benefits from the First Crusade, they had failed to give it the
wholehearted support which, as fellow Christians, they should have done; others
were favourably impressed by the high civilisation and the military capacity and
organisation of the Byzantine world. These different reactions are considered by
Léan Ní Chléirigh, who demonstrates that these attitudes did not grow up during
the twelfth century, but were to be found among Western European crusade
chroniclers from the start.

Chris Wright’s essay covers the whole span of Western–Byzantine relations
from 1095 to 1453. This is a very carefully nuanced piece of work, considering
the impact of the crusades on the ideology of the Byzantine state. The emperors,
who had ruled in Constantinople in unbroken succession from Constantine the
Great, claimed to be the sole divinely sanctioned secular power in the world. In
theory all men should acknowledge their rule as vice-gerents of God in temporal
affairs: if non-Christians failed to do so, that was a consequence of original sin
which prevented them from understanding God’s design for the world; but
Christians who failed to acknowledge the emperor’s unique authority showed a
deliberate disregard of God’s will. Although the emperors never modified their
claims, they were manifestly at variance with political reality after 1204, when
Byzantine power gradually declined until the empire became a city-state with
control over a few outposts, such as Mistra. But Chris Wright argues that the
crusade movement caused Byzantium to be marginalised right from the start, by
having as its goal the liberation of Jerusalem, an objective which the Byzantines
did not share, and that the Fourth Crusade exacerbated but did not cause that
marginalisation. This is an analysis that deserves very serious consideration.

Byzantium, the West and Islamic society all shared a common intellectual
heritage, deriving from classical Greece. Although it is undoubtedly true that the
Byzantine and Islamic civilisations had been far more advanced than that of
Western Christendom in the centuries before 1100, that was no longer the case
in the age of the crusades, which coincided with the complex movement that is
often called the twelfth-century Renaissance. Western civilisation began to
compete on equal terms with those of its Byzantine and Islamic neighbours and
by the end of the thirteenth century it had become more dynamic than either of
them. Some late nineteenth-century scholars who wrote about the age of the
crusades, such as Stanley Lane-Poole, were so impressed by the civilisation of
medieval Islam that they tended automatically to disparage Western intellectual
achievements, and their legacy still underlies some common assumptions about
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certain aspects of society in the crusader states. It is a widely held opinion, for
example, that Islamic medicine was superior to Frankish medical knowledge in
twelfth-century Syria. Susan B. Edgington, following in the pioneering footsteps
of Piers Mitchell, has critically examined the evidence for this assumption in her
essay. She rightly draws attention to the fact that the revival of medical studies in
Western Europe antedates the crusades by almost a generation, through the work
of Constantine the African at Monte Cassino from 1077, whose translations were
used in the schools of Salerno. She also shows that from the earliest years of
Frankish settlement in the Levant, Western doctors were not necessarily inferior
in knowledge and clinical treatment to their Islamic colleagues. ‘A study of the
crusading armies suggests that they brought with them surgeons who were well
up to the demands of battlefield surgery,’ she comments.

One of the most complex and controversial areas of study in the society of the
Latin East is that of ecclesiastical art and architecture. How far was the Gothic
style which came to dominate Western ecclesiastical architecture in the central
Middle Ages influenced by developments which originated in the crusader states?
How far was Frankish architecture and sculpture in the Levant the work of
indigenous craftsmen trained in the Western tradition? How far was it dependent
on skilled masons and sculptors from Western Europe? Jürgen Krüger considers
issues of this kind in his essay, with special reference to the church of the Holy
Sepulchre, the spiritual focus of the crusading movement, which had a wide
influence throughout the whole of Latin Christendom during the twelfth century.

The crusading movement was an expression of the unity of the Latin West, a
unity which, pace the Western Empire of the Salians and the Hohenstaufen, had
no political identity. Yet the crusading participants were unable to set aside their
local cultural characteristics completely. This was particularly true of the linguistic
divisions which existed in crusader armies. There is no doubt that this could give
rise to practical problems, as the Provençal contingent found on the First Crusade.
Alan V. Murray, in a very trenchant essay, shows that although divisions of this
kind existed, they were not central to the conduct of the crusades, and that
although they were mentioned by contemporary chroniclers, they did not attach
any great significance to them. This changed when historians writing national
histories used these sources and highlighted the contributions made to crusading
by their fellow countrymen. This trend continued until comparatively recent times
and, in a completely anachronistic way, rulers like Richard I of England, Louis IX
of France and Frederick Barbarossa have been treated as national heroes because
of their crusading activities.

This collection of essays might justly be subtitled ‘Crusading Paradoxes’. The
contributors have shown the complexity of the issues they discuss, and the reader
is left with a vivid impression of the cultural diversity of the crusader states, where
Christians and Muslims, Latins, Greeks and Armenians coexisted, not without
tensions and violence, but for much of the time with a remarkable degree of
cooperation and cultural interdependence.
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